Internet Radio On The Cheap p.43 
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Keep Your PC In Top Shape! 



Critical Things 



You Should Know 
About Your 



|P*|| About Your ■ ■ 

Operating 
System fl / 



• Keep Your Operating System Up-'~n_-Date 

• Restore & Tweak The Registry 

• Find & Install Drivers 

• Configure & Use System Restore' 

• Use Safe Mode To Troubleshoot 
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Overview: What's It All About? 



/ 





Vista % 

^. 30 



Tech Support 
Showdown! 

We Compare PC Vendors' Support p.ra 

Video Editors 

Go Head-To-Head p.zi 

Learning Linux 

Using OpenOffice With Ubuntu p.42 

Install A Video Card 

Step-By-Step Instructions p.39 



The Best Web Host Just Got 




Drive traffic to your website with 1&1 ! 

We now offer user-friendly technology to increase traffic to your website and help you get listed on the major search engines. Improve visibility with search 
advertising offers and search engine tools, advertise locally with the leading local search service, and gain valuable knowledge from an informative online 
success manual. It's all included with the purchase of any 1&1 shared hosting package. 



Microsoft 8 adCenter 



Go {Me 

AdWords CJ> 



Reach potential customers by advertising with 
Microsoft® adCenter. Your 1&1 vouchers* for 

search advertising help you target your ads to the 
times, places, and customers you want. Use built-in 
tools to get keywords ideas, audience information, 
and detailed reports. 

*Offer is valid for a limited time for advertisers opening a new U.S. 
Microsoft* adCenter account. Minimum $5 sign-up fee required and 
other terms and conditions apply. See www.1and1.com. Microsoft is 
either a registered trademark or trademark of Microsoft Corporation in 
the United States and/or other countries. 



Promote your business and acquire customers easily 
with Google AdWords®**. Select keywords that 
relate to your business and set up your ad in 
minutes. Make it easy for prospective customers 
to find your business when they search on Google 
for the products or services that you offer. 

**Offer valid for new Google AdWords customers with self-managed 
sign-up accounts. Other terms and conditions apply. See www.1 andl .com. 
Google and AdWords are trademarks of Google Inc. and are registered 
in the US and other countries. 



& City search 

Advertise locally with Citysearch, the leading 
local search service, by signing up for any 
1&1 shared hosting package. You'll get 12 
months of listing free as well as a $50*** 
pay for performance voucher. 

***Up to $100 depending on your web-hosting plan. 



1.877.go1and1 



Better 



1»1, the worlds #1 
W eb host now offers 





i i 


Yahoo! 


Go Daddy 












BUSINESS 


STANDARD 


PREMIUM 


Included Domains 


3 


1 


$1 .99/year with purchase 


Web Space 


200 GB 


10GB 


200 GB 


Monthly Transfer Volume 


2,000 GB 


400 GB 


2,000 GB 


E-mail Accounts 


2,000 IMAP or POP3 


500 POP3 


2,000 POP3 


Mailbox Size 


2 GB 


2 GB 


10MB 


Search Engine Submission 


• 


/ 


Extra charge applies 


Website Builder 


18 Pages 


/ 


Freeware 


Flash Site Builder 


18 Pages 


— 


— 


Photo Gallery 


/ 


/ 


/ 


RSS Feed Creator 


• 


— 


$4.99/month 


Blog 


/ 


/ 


$2.99/mo. For ad-free blogs 


Map & Driving Directions 


/ 


— 


Dynamic Web Content 


/ 


— 


Web Statistics 


/ 


/ 


E-mail Newsletter Tool 


$10/month 


$3.99/month 


In2site Live Dialogue 


— 


— 


Chat Channels 


— 


/ 


Form Builder 


/ 


/ 


— 


Premium Software Suite 


/ 


— 


— 


90-Day Money Back Guarantee 


• 


— 


— 


Support 


24/7 Toll-free Phone, E-mail 


24/7 Toll-free Phone, E-mail 


24/7 Phone, E-mail 


Price Per Month 


$Q99 


$*Q95 


$1£99 



Microsoft® adCenter* 


(Vouchers ■ 
included 


$100 value 


Google AdWords** 




$50 value 


Citysearch 




$50 value 



© 2006 1&1 Internet, Inc. All rights reserved. Prices based on a comparison of regular Linux prices, effective 10/26/2006. Product and program specifications, availability, and pricing subject to change without notice. 
One marketing voucher per customer per vendor. Some limitations apply to the Money Back Guarantee. Visit 1and1.com for details. Go Daddy is a registered trademark of Go Daddy Software, Inc.;" ' 
trademark of Yahoo! Inc. 




Register your site with 
top search engines 

1&1's Simple Submission automat- 
ically submits 2 URLs to major 
search engines on a monthly basis. 
Try our upgraded version for a 
free 90 day trial to analyze your 
keywords, monitor your site's 
ranking, compare your site to the 
competition and so much more. 
Take your site to the next level. 



Facilitate discovery of 
your website 

Create a sitemap for free with Google 
Webmaster Tools via your 1&1 Control 
Panel. Sitemaps is a web developer 
tool that provides Google with up 
to date information to crawl your 
website faster and more efficiently. 
Enable easy discovery of information 
on your site and improve the search 
experience of your visitors. 



Gain valuable knowledge 
for online success 

Online Success for Non-Techies 

teaches you how to quickly and easily 
develop a successful website for your 
business, hobby or profession that 
ranks highly on the major search 
engines. This informative book by 
successful Internet entrepreneur 
James Martell is included with your 
1&1 shared hosting package. 



or visit us now 



1and1.com 
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News & Notes 

6 Tech News & Notes 

11 News From The Help Desk: 
Our Most Common Tech Calls 

We tell you the most common 
problems we're hearing about 
each month and provide 
straightforward solutions for 
each one. 



Reviews 



Tech Diaries 

Our Smart Computing colum- 
nists spent some quality time 
with computer and computer- 
related hardware and software 
to get beyond the benchmark 
scores, statistics, and marketing 
hype. Find out what they liked 
and disliked about their choices. 

21 Beyond Hollywood 

We review four popular video 
editors that can help turn home 
videos into works of art. 
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Windows Tips & Tricks 


Tech Support 




Windows XP: /-W / 


28 








Defend Windows XP With Windows Defender I A **-f 


76 


What To Do When . . . 




Protect your WinXP system with an antispyware offering ^^^/ 




You Have Trouble Accessing A Web Site 




from Microsoft. 




Try our suggestions to get you back 
browsing in no time. 


30 


Windows Vista: An Overview 

Is it time to consider an upgrade? We tell you what you need to know to 
make an informed decision. 


78 


The Best & Worst Tech Support: 
We Put PC Makers To The Test 

We'll tell you who's best, who's worst, 


General Computing 




and who's in between as we put seven 
PC makers to the test in our latest tech 
support roundup. 






32 


Yackety-Yack 

Speech recognition has improved enough over recent years that it may now 


82 


Examining Errors 




be worth the time and money to consider. We give you the latest word on 


84 


Fast Fixes 




three speech recognition programs. 










85 


Q&A 


35 


Readers' Tips 




You have questions. We have answers. 




Our readers win snazzy Smart Computing T-shirts by sharing some great 




The Smart Computing staff responds to 




ways to solve problems and accomplish PC-related tasks. Get yours! 




your queries. 






89 


FAQs 


36 


Mission Possible 




Answers to users' most common ques- 




Being able to monitor our homes or offices with a networked security system 




tions about spyware. 




sounds like a digital dream. But is setting up an Internet- enabled security 








system a simple enough task for the average computer user? We go on a 


90 


Action Editor 




mission to find out. 




Can't seem to get a response from a 
vendor or manufacturer? If you need 


39 


PC Project: Install A Video Card 




help, we're here for you. 




Upgrade your system's multimedia power by following our step-by-step 


91 


Tales From The Trenches: 




instructions on how to install a video card. 




Sunday Drivers 

Real-world tech support advice from 


42 


Learning Linux: 




PC guru Gregory Anderson. This 




Five Reasons To Kick Microsoft Office To The Curb 




month, he discusses drivers. 




A new series in which we unravel the mysteries of Linux, step by step. Here's 








step No. 4. 
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Plugged in 
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The Airwaves Online 




The Forgotten Toolbars 




The universe of free Internet radio stations is exploding, and you can listen 


61 


Browsers 




to them from any Internet-enabled device that plays sound. 




Browse Better With Firefox 2.0 
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Corel Paint Shop Pro 9 
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Web Tips 




Troubleshoot Printing Issues 
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Microsoft PowerPoint 2002 
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Find It Online ^0n^+4*\ 




Troubleshooting Text Troubles 
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Corel WordPerfect 11 
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Mr. Modem's Desktop: ^J r ™K 




Make The Most Of Undelete 




CTRL-ALT-DELing The New Year [ j» ) 


72 


Quick Tips 




In which Mr. Modem, author of several books — 






none of which has won the Pulitzer Prize — and / 
co-host of the weekly "PC Chat" radio show, 








Tidbit* 1 




starts off the new year with a pledge. <+(t_^ \ m ^.* 
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Alternative Keyboards 

Options abound when it comes to 








92 


Editorial License 




keyboards. See if one of these uncon- 




Our editor gives his somewhat skewed perspective on a variety of technology- 




ventional designs is right for you. 




related issues. This month, he shows his age by discussing typewriters. 







February Web-Only Articles 

Smart Computing subscribers may read the following articles at SmartComputing.com. 

Hardware 

For the best prices on the latest hardware, visit the Where To Buy area at 
SmartComputing.com (www.smartcomputing.com) . 

Plugged In 

Green Means Go 

McAfee's SiteAdvisor can help you steer clear of risky Web sites. 

Quick Studies 



Adobe InDesign CS2 

Explore Drawing Basics 



Roxio PhotoSuite 7 Plati 

Intro To 
DVD Builder 
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Subtle Knife 


Philip Pullman - ■' ■: -, ; lt?9 Fantss. 


r 3 


Amber Spyglass 


Philip Pullman Alfred A. Knopf Books for Young Readers 2003 Fantasy 
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Fragile Things 


NeilGaiman William Morrow 2006 Fantasy 


LAN Hard Drives 


r 5 




NeilGaiman William Morrow 2002 Fiction 


r s 




NeilGaiman William Morrow 2005 Fiction 
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Neil Gaiman Avon 1998 Fantasv 
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Stardust 


NeilGaiman Harper Perennial 2001 Fantasy 
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Neil Gaiman -J 
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Use Database Views 
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Microsoft Works 2005 




Microsoft Word 2002 

Organize Text With Lists 

Broderbund Print Shop 20 Deluxe 

Crop Graphics To Improve Design 

Online 

Manage Web Bookmarks With Yahoo! 

Microsoft Money 2006 Premium 

Navigational Know-How 

Email 

Manage Combined Email Accounts 
With Gmail 

Adobe Photoshop Elements 

Remove Red-Eye & Other Imperfections 

HTML 

Create Frames For Navigation 

Microsoft Access 2002 

Use Three Types Of Action Queries 
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Editor's Note 



Your computer is not merely a complicated de- 
vice, it's a complex collection of (often immature) 
technologies, the failure of any one of which can 
bring the whole thing . . . well, crashing to a halt. 

You already know that, of course. It's one reason 
you read Smart Computing. Our articles not only 
teach you how to be more productive, many of 
them are specifically aimed at helping you track 
down and resolve problems. And there's certainly 
no shortage of problems: glacially slow systems, 
choppy video, missing emails, applications that 
freeze or crash, hard drives that disappear — the 
list goes on forever. 

The common denominator for most such prob- 
lems is your operating system — that layer of 
complicated software that resides between your 
applications and your hardware. Your operating 
system is what makes it possible for applications 
to run and for you to communicate with those 
applications. Beneath every program, behind 
every communication with a piece of hardware, 
lurks your operating system. Are you comfortable 
with it? Do you know what makes it tick? 



Perhaps more importantly, do you know what to 
do if it stops ticking? 

In this issue, we'll fill in some of the gaps by ex- 
plaining some of the most important things you 
should know about your operating system: how 
to get into (and use) Safe Mode, how to deal 
with the Registry, how to use System Restore, 
how to find and install device drivers, how to 
keep your operating system up-to-date, and 
much more. 

No, these articles won't answer every single ques- 
tion you might have, nor will having read them 
enable you to solve every problem you might en- 
counter. But a little background will go a long 
way toward enabling you to track down issues— 
or, better yet, avoid them in the first place. 

So, go ahead, grab a cup of coffee and some Post- 
its (you wouldn't dog-ear the pages, would you?!) 
and dig in. 

Rod Scher, Publication Editor 



Now Available On Newsstands . . . 

Computer Power User * Whafs Best, Whaf s Next 

This month in CPU, find out which components, peripherals, and software 
products were our favorites in 2006, and get a preview of the stuff you'll 
want to watch for in the coming year. 

PC Today * Internet Calling, No Wires 

VoIP (Voice over Internet Protocol, or Internet phone) companies are 
hoping that VoIP will soon join cell phones in replacing landlines every- 
where. This month's PC Today looks at what VoIP is, how it's going mo- 
bile, and what kinds of VoIP phones are on the market. 

First Glimpse * Sources For Your HD 

It's a decision that's almost as important as the HDTV itself: Where should 
you get your HD programming? Cable, satellite, and over-the-air are the 
three options, and we explain each of them in detail in this month's issue of 
First Glimpse. 

Reference Series * Reinstall Your Operating System 

Sometimes the best — or only — way to revive a slow or quirky PC is to rein- 
stall its operating system, but there are different types of installations for 
different sets of circumstances. In this issue we provide installation tips and 
techniques for various versions of Windows, Linux, and Apple's OS. You'll 
also find important maintenance and troubleshooting information that 
may help circumvent the need to reinstall in the first place. 




iFirstGlimpse 




PCHow-Tos 



System;/ 



»-!■ 



Corrections/Clarifications 

In our August 2006 issue (pg. 45), we referred to the Family Watchdog Web site, but a hyphen 
was inadvertently inserted in the URL. The correct URL is www.familywatchdog.us. 
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DESKTOPS & LAPTOPS 



UMPCs Continue Push To 
Stake Mobile Claim 



Last summer, we reported on 
Intel's promising unveiling of 
its UMPC (Ultra Mobile PC) plat- 
form, which introduced a new 
wrinkle in the already crowded mo- 
bile device market. Months later, 
UMPC products are hitting the 
market en masse, boasting a variety 
of styles and configurations that 
strive to fill a niche between note- 
books and handheld devices. 

One of the first UMPC devices, 
the Samsung Ql, met with mixed 
reviews when it first emerged last 
summer. However, a new iteration 
of the device has received impres- 
sive updates to the original design, 
including a 32GB flash SSD (solid- 
state disk) in place of the original's 
40GB hard drive. This replacement 
means that instead of a traditional 
drive with spinning platters, the Ql 
SSD uses a hard drive that has no 
moving parts, is lighter than tradi- 
tional drives, and can withstand 
roughly twice the impact without 
suffering data loss. The device's 
SSD drive also reads 300% faster 
and writes 150% faster than tradi- 
tional hard drives. 

With the Ql SSD, Samsung has 
also boosted the DDR2 (double- 
data-rate) RAM up to 1GB (from 
512MB in the original Ql). The de- 
vice also features an Intel 900MHz 
Celeron M processor, a 7-inch 
WVGA (Wide Video Graphics 
Array) display, 802. llb/g wireless 
technology, Bluetooth, two USB 2.0 
ports, and a CompactFlash slot. On 
the downside, the Ql SSD costs 
more than $2,000 — far more than 
the original Ql, which costs $1,000. 



Hovering on the UMPC 
scene is Asustek, whose 
R2H device features a 
900MHz Celeron M pro- 
cessor, 768MB of DDR2 
RAM, a 60GB hard drive, a 
7-inch active matrix TFT 
(thin film transistor) dis- 
play (like the Ql, it features a native 
resolution of 800 x 480 pixels), 
a Secure Digital slot, integrated 
802. llb/g, Bluetooth, and two USB 
2.0 ports. The two-pound R2H fea- 
tures a run time of more than two 
hours with a wireless connection 
enabled or three hours with wireless 
off and power-saving features en- 
abled. Like the original Ql, the R2H 
costs $1,000. 

Not all UMPC devices follow the 
same hardware configuration path. 
Sony's VAIO UX, for example, fea- 
tures an Intel 1.2GHz Core Solo 
processor and a 4.5-inch SVGA 
(Super Video Graphics Array) LCD 
touchscreen, along with 1GB of 
RAM, a 40GB hard drive, built- 
in wireless, integrated keyboard, 




The first rendition of Samsung's Q1 met 

with mixed reviews, but a new version 

features a faster, lighter hard drive 

and twice the memory. 



integrated biometric fingerprint 
scanner, and hard drive shock pro- 
tection. However, all of this power 
carries a hefty price tag — the VAIO 
UX starts at $2,000. 

On the fringes of the UMPC 
market are still other products, in- 
cluding the recently announced 
SA1F00 from Kohjisha. This mobile 
device features a 500MHz AMD 
Geode LX800 processor, 512MB of 
DDR333 RAM, a 7-inch 800 x 640 
LCD, 40GB hard drive, one USB 2.0 
port, a CompactFlash slot, a 3-in-l 
memory card slot, and integrated 
wireless, all for about $750. I 




With a 1.2GHZ Core Solo 

processor, 1GB of 

RAM, and an 

integrated 

biometric 

fingerprint 

scanner, Sony's VAIO UX 

could represent the ultimate 

notebook replacement. 
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TECH NEWS 



STORAG E 



Samsung Starts Sideways Storage 



Perpendicular storage continues to gain mo- 
mentum in the storage world, with 
Samsung joining Seagate, Hitachi, Western 
Digital, and other manufacturers re- 
leasing the next-generation hard 
drives to the market. 

Samsung introduced its M80 
Series drives featuring PMR 
(Perpendicular Magnetic Re- 
cording) technology in 80GB, 
120GB, and 160GB capacities. 
The drives represent Samsung's 
first foray into drives based 
on perpendicular technology, 
which places data bits perpendic- 
ular to the disc, compared to tra 
ditional longitudinal drives, which 
lay data bits end to end. The perpen 
dicular technology allows drives to 
squeeze more data onto a disc and also pre- 
vents data corruption. 








The 2.5-inch drives also offer increased data protec- 
tion through the incorporation of free-fall sen- 
sors. Whereas other notebook drives offer 
up to about 325G of operating shock 
tolerance, Samsung's new drives pro- 
vide 700G of tolerance. Further, the 
company claims that the drives can 
more accurately detect changes in 
acceleration caused by a freefall, 
and the sensor "parks the drive's 
head on the ramp" and turns the 
hard drive off, in turn protecting 
the drive (and its data) from 
damage caused by a fall. 
Samsung also says its free-fall 
sensors differ from those in com- 
petitors' hard drives because they're 
located on the hard drive instead of a 



notebook's motherboard, which increases 
the response time when a fall occurs and also 
boosts the quality of fall detection. I 



DISPLAYS 



When One Monitor (Or Two) Isn't Enough 



Thanks to an increasing number of graphics cards that 
include two outputs, dual-monitor setups are now 
quite common among consumers. But for some, two moni- 
tors just aren't enough to satisfy their craving for a huge 
desktop, and that's where the Matrox TripleHead2Go 
($299; www.matrox.com) can come in handy. 

This palm- sized box lets you add two or three monitors 
to almost any computer, including a notebook, even if the 
computer has only one video output. We gave this innova- 
tive device a test drive with three monitors and came away 
impressed with its ability to expand the horizons of our 
computing environment without even thinking of cracking 
open a PC case to get there. 

To install the TripleHead2Go, we ran the included 
video cable from the device to an output on our video 
card and then connected three monitors — one 
each to the left, center, and right inputs — on the 
TripleHead2Go. Next, we plugged the device into an 
electrical outlet, installed the software, and proceeded to 



gawk at a massive, three-monitor display that shared one 
picture at a resolution of 3,840 x 1,024. Matrox calls the re- 
sult an "ultra-widescreen" monitor, and that's essentially 
what you'll see, save for the physical boundaries between 
the monitors themselves. 

If you're using monitors of different makes and models, 
you'll likely need to perform significant tweaking to get the 

monitors to display the 
single picture correctly, and 
not all video cards (particu- 
larly ATI cards) support the 
necessary higher resolutions 
in triple configurations. I 



Using the Matrox TripleHead2Go, you 
can connect up to three monitors to 
create one massive desktop that acts 
as a single monitor. 
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TECH NEWS 



PRINTERS & PERIPHERALS 



They Might Even Wash Your Car 



Canon and Dell recently furthered the continuing evo- 
lution of the do -it- all printer with the release of the 
Pixma MP600 ($199; www.usa.canon.com) and Dell Photo 
All-in-One Printer 966 ($199; www.dell.com), respectively. 
Combining printing, scanning, standalone faxing, and 
copying in one device, these printers 
aim to reduce clutter in home of- 
fices that lack space. 

Canon's Pixma MP600 features 
more than 3,500 nozzles that help 
create resolutions up to 9,600 x 
2,400 color dpi (dots per inch), 
and microscopic one-picoliter- 
sized ink droplets aid in creating 
detailed photos. Also included 
is a 2.5-inch high-definition TFT 
(thin film transistor) display that 
provides clear previews of im- 
ages that are viewable from a 
170-degree angle. Users can print 
wirelessly from infrared-enabled 




camera phones or connect a PictBridge-compatible phone 
to print instantly. The Pixma's scanner scans up to 2,400 
x 4,800dpi with 48-bit color depth, while Canon's Dual- 
Color Gamut Processing Technology optimizes copy 
quality based on the type of originals being copied. 

The Dell Photo Ail-In-One 966 
prints up to 32ppm (pages per 
minute) in black and 23ppm in 
color, and documents and photos 
can be produced in resolutions up 
to 4,800 x 1,200dpi. Like the MP600, 
the 966 supports PictBridge-enabled 
cameras, and a 2.4-inch color LCD 
lets users browse, edit, and print 
photos directly from inserted 
memory cards. I 

If you're looking for a printer that can 
scan, copy, print, and even create pictures, 
consider the Dell Photo All-ln~0ne 966, 
which can print up to 32 pages per minute. 



CPUs, CHIPS & CARDS 



Cell Processor Thrives Outside Of PCs 



Although processors from Intel and AMD con 
tinue to reap prime headline real estate, an- 
other processor is drawing interest around 
the globe. In fact, it's already powering one 
of the latest next-generation gaming 
consoles and has even made an appear- 
ance in the medical imaging sector. 

The Cell microprocessor is the 
result of a joint effort of more 
than 400 engineers from Sony, 
Toshiba, and IBM that started 
in 2001. According to IBM, 
the Cell is a "heterogeneous v ^ 

chip multiprocessor that 
consists of an IBM 64-bit 
Power Architecture core, aug- 
mented with eight specialized co- 
processors based on a novel single- instruction 
multiple- data (SIMD) architecture called Synergistic 




Processor Unit (SPU), which is for data- 
intensive processing, like that found 
in cryptography, media, and scien- 
tific applications." 

Sony's PlayStation 3 uses 
a Cell processor that runs 
at 3.2GHz and contains 
seven out of eight possi- 
ble Synergistic Processing 
Elements, or SPEs, which in 
turn include SPUs and a 
Memory Flow Controller, 
or MFC. The Cell is also 
being used by Mercury Com- 
puter Systems, along with the 
Institute of Medical Physics, of 
Erlangen, Germany, to create sys- 
tems intended to speed the reconstruc- 
tion of CT scans by more than 100 times. I 
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Portable Charger Delivers Power On-The-Go 



If you're like every other mobile warrior on the planet, 
you've lost power to your iPod, mobile phone, digital 
camera, or other handheld device at one time or another. If 
you're within reach of an electrical outlet, you're good to 
go — but if not, forget the communication, computing, or 
entertainment that device delivers when charged. 

Enter the nifty Proporta USB Mobile 
Device Charger ($44.95; www.proporta 
.com), a USB rechargeable battery 
that stores 3400mAH (milli-amp 
hour) of power, or enough to 
charge your mobile device 
multiple times. The charger 
features strong 5V, 700mA 




output to accommodate power-hungry devices and in- 
cludes interchangeable connector heads for Nokia, Sony 
Ericsson, Mini USB, and iPod devices. The charger in- 
cludes an LED (light-emitting diode) charge and dis- 
charge indicator. 

To charge a device, you'll simply need to plug it into 
the charger, press a button, and wait for the 
charge light to turn off. A $76 version is 
also available that includes a car power 
supply with USB port and an AC 
travel charger for use in the 
United States, Europe, Asia, 
Australia, New Zealand, the 
Middle East, and elsewhere. I 



PROBLEM-SOLVER: TROUBLESHOOTING THE NEWS 



How can I remove the U3 software 
from my USB flash memory drive? 

An increasing number of USB flash 
drives come preloaded with U3 drive 
management software, which is useful 
to some users but highly intrusive and 
ultimately useless for others. For the 
latter bunch, U3 includes directions 
for removing the software from 
drives. Find the instructions here: 
www.u3.com/uninstall/default.aspx. 

My video card constantly overheats. 
What should I do? 

If your ATI- or Nvidia-based 
video card can't seem to stay cool, it 



might be time to consider an after- 
market cooler, which can pump far 
more air than the stock fan and 
heatsink combinations included 
with many cards. Try the excellent 
Zalman VF700-CU VGA cooler (www 
.zalmanusa.com), which retails for 
about $30. 

My photo printer substitutes green 
hues in place of gray. 

If you printer includes a self- 
testing function, use it and check the 
colors on the printout. If the gray 
prints fine on the test page, there's a 
good chance your printer cable is 



malfunctioning and preventing the 
proper data from being transferred 
between your computer and printer. 
Our suggestion is to try swapping the 
cable with a new one. 

I want to upgrade my CPU, but I 
don't know what motherboard I use. 

Before you buy a CPU, it's a good 
idea to ensure your motherboard 
supports it. To discover the make 
and model of your motherboard 
(along with loads of other useful 
hardware information), download 
and install the free CPU-Z software 
from www.cpuid.com/cpuz/php. I 
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CONVERGENT TECH: PDAs & SMARTPHONES 



Mobile Warriors Hit Jackpot With Blackjack 



As smartphones continue to push 
the traditional PDA (personal 
digital assistant) to the wayside, new 
models increasingly show a knack for 
both style and power. Leading the 
way is the new Samsung Blackjack, a 
slim smartphone that blends plenty 
of business know-how with multi- 
media goodness. 

Available for Cingular and repre- 
senting a solid challenge to Verizon's 
Motorola Q, the Blackjack runs Mi- 
crosoft's Windows Mobile 5.0 oper- 
ating system and delivers voice and 
data over Cingular's Broadband- 
Connect UMTS/HSDPA (Universal 
Mobile Telecommunications System/ 
High-Speed Downlink Packet Access) 
network. A QWERTY keyboard eases 
email and text messaging tasks, 
and the device's bright, 320- x 
240-pixel TFT (thin film transistor) 
display provides easy access to com- 
mon functions. Also included are a 
1.3-megapixel camera, Bluetooth 
wireless connectivity, and a full suite 
of Microsoft Office applications. 

We asked Alexander Cianfrocco, a 
Pittsburgh trial consultant and sea- 
soned mobile veteran, for his impres- 
sions of the Blackjack. He was initially 
attracted to the device's sleek, sexy ap- 
pearance and strikingly small size for a 
smartphone. "I have to carry this phone 
with me everywhere," Cianfrocco says. 
"I looked like I was talking on a calcu- 
lator with the prior large phones, but 
this phone fits very nicely in my hand. 



It has a solid feel, and the rubber-like 
outside makes it easy to grip." 

Although packed with features, 
the Blackjack simplifies the often 
daunting task of creating an environ- 
ment that suits users' tastes and needs. 
Cianfrocco notes that with a little 
knowledge of XML (Extensible Mark- 
up Language), users can completely 
customize the look and feel of the 
phone, but even without those skills, 
they can nonetheless easily change 
home screens, menu views, and button 
configurations. More importantly, the 
Blackjack lets on-the-go professionals 
communicate seamlessly. 

"BlackBerry used to have the market 
cornered with their instant access to 
email, but Microsoft has answered 
with Direct Push," Cianfrocco says. "I 
receive my mail instantaneously — 
often before my desktop PC receives it. 
This is essential in my business, be- 
cause I often converse with clients who 
do not have IM [instant messaging] 
access, but with Direct Push, we can 
send mail back and forth quickly and 
almost carry on a conversation." 

Microsoft's Direct Push, considered 
a direct competitor to Research In 
Motion's BlackBerry push technology, 
pushes Outlook information from a 
direct connection between Micro- 
soft Exchange Server and Windows 
Mobile-based devices. This informa- 
tion includes email, calendar data, 
contacts, and even tasks, and when the 
technology is combined with the 



Office Mobile suite, users can send 
Word, Excel, PowerPoint, music, and 
video attachments. 

The Blackjack is available for $425 
from the Cingular Web site (www 
xingular.com) or for $200 with a two- 
year service contract. I 




Samsung's Blackjack breaks 
the smartphone mold by 
packing a wealth of 
business and entertainment 
functions into a small, sleek, 
easy-to-use design. 



DULY QUOTED 



"Honestly, he doesn't have an antivirus system on his machine. His 

machine is locked down with parental controls, he can't download things 

unless it's to the places that I've said that he could do, and I'm feeling totally 

confident about that ... I couldn't say that in Windows XP SP2." 

— Microsoft Co-President Jim Allchin extols the security benefits of Windows Vista. 
Allchin later stressed in a blog that he didn't mean to imply that users shouldn't run antivirus software in Vista. 
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News From The Help Desk 



Our Most Common Tech Gills 



Compiled by Kylee Dickey 



Each month, we receive numerous technical support calls and 
email messages. Some computer problems are fairly common, 
and we find that many callers struggle to resolve the same issues. 
In this article, we cover three of the most common or timely tech 
support questions and provide our solution for each of them. 

My hard drive runs all of the time. Shouldn't it 
stop sometimes? 

A There are a few things that may cause a hard drive to 
work nonstop. Before you do anything else, you 
should confirm that you actually hear the hard drive spin- 
ning. If you see that the hard drive LED (light-emitting 
diode) is on all of the time, but you don't hear the drive 
spinning constantly, the drive probably isn't running non- 
stop. Instead, the power cable for the LED is probably 
plugged into the wrong header on the motherboard. Check 
your motherboard's documentation to see which headers 
should connect to the HDD (hard disk drive) LED. 

If you can actually hear the drive spinning all of the time, 
the cause of the problem is something other than a mis- 
placed power cable. Often, a computer infected by malware 
or spyware will run constantly as it performs its malicious 
work. As always, it's advisable to install and run antivirus 
and antispyware software to help you avoid and remove 
such malicious code. 

There's a good chance that the cause of your constantly 
spinning hard drive is something less insidious, however. If 
you use Windows XP, you should check the settings for the 
Search Companion, a search tool that is very handy for 
computers that store large numbers of files but that can 
slow some systems dramatically and cause the hard drive to 
work all of the time. This is because the Indexing Service, 
which is part of Search Companion, scans and indexes the 
contents of your hard drive whenever your system is idle. 




If your hard drive 
runs nonstop, 
affecting system 
performance, 
make sure that 
Windows XP's 
Indexing Service 
is disabled. 



Some users will see a real benefit from using the Indexing 
Service, because they can receive very fast results when 
searching for files and folders. However, if your computer is 
running slowly, or if you don't like the constant hard drive 
access, you can improve system performance by disabling 
Search Companion's Indexing Service. 

To do this, click Start and Search. Click Change 
Preferences from the left pane. Click With Indexing Service 
(For Faster Local Searches) to examine the settings. Make 
sure that the No, Do Not Enable Indexing Service radio 
button is selected and then click OK. 

You may also disable the Indexing Service by clicking the 
Start menu and clicking Run. In the Open field, type 
services.msc and click OK. From the resulting list, select 
Indexing Service. Click the Action menu and Properties. In 
the resulting Indexing Service Properties dialog box, select 
Disabled from the Startup Type drop-down menu. Click OK 
and then click File and Exit to close the Services window. 

You may leave the Indexing Service enabled but turn it 
off in Windows' Task Manager when needed. To open the 
Task Manager, press CTRL-ALT-DELETE and then click 
Task Manager. Click the Processes tab to see a list of run- 
ning processes. To disable the Indexing Service, click 
Cidaemon.exe and click End Process. This will be especially 
useful if the Task Manager shows that Cidaemon.exe (the 
Indexing Service) is consuming a large percentage of your 
computer's processing power. By disabling the Indexing 
Service this way, you will gain a sudden boost in perfor- 
mance when you need it, but you won't lose all of the bene- 
fits of the Indexing Service, because the next time you start 
your computer, the Indexing Service will launch again. 

Ql can't send attachments with my email messages. 
Whenever I try to send attachments, either the message 
isn't sent or I receive an error message. 

A One of the most common reasons this may happen is 
that your ISP (Internet service provider) has set a limit 
on the size of outgoing messages or attachments. Check with 
your ISP to see what restrictions may be in place. If there's a 
limit on the file size of outgoing messages, you may try com- 
pressing the file using WinXP's Compressed Folders or using 
a third-party utility, such as WinZip Standard ($29.95; 
www.winzip.com). To compress a file using WinXP's 
Compressed Folders, right-click the file that you want to at- 
tach to an email. Click Send To and select Compressed 
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If you right-click an image file 
and click Send To and Mail 
Recipient you'll see the Send 
Pictures Via E-Mail dialog box. 
Here, you can resize the image 
so it's a suitable size for email. 



(Zipped) Folder. Windows will save a compressed copy of the 
file in the same location as the original. It will have the same 
name as the original but will have a .ZIP extension. 

If you're trying to send a photo through email, you can try 
resizing the image. This often reduces image files to a size 
that is suitable for email. You can do this from within 
Windows by right- clicking the file and clicking Send To and 
Mail Recipient. In the resulting Send Pictures Via E-Mail di- 
alog box, make sure that the Make All My Pictures Smaller 
radio button is selected. Click Show More Options and then 
select Small (Fits In A 640 By 480 Window), Medium (Fits In 
A [sic] 800 By 600 Window), or Large (Fits In A 1024 By 768 
Window). Click OK. A new message will open in your email 
client with the resized image attached. Enter a recipient in the 
To field, add a Subject and message body, and click Send. 

You may also resize photos using image- editing software, 
such as Adobe Photoshop Elements 5.0 ($89.99; www.adobe 
.com). Just save the resized file with a new name and then at- 
tach the smaller, resized file instead of the larger original. 

If the problem isn't that the file you're trying to attach is 
too large, the culprit is probably interference from antivirus 
software. First, make sure that you're running the latest ver- 
sion of your antivirus software and your email client (or 
Web browser if you use Web-based email). If you still can't 
send email attachments after updating your software, you 
may need to disable scans of outgoing email messages. You'll 
need to consult your antivirus software's documentation to 
learn how to do this. Remember that you want to leave scans 
of incoming email messages and attachments enabled. It's 
important that your antivirus software check the integrity of 
files that you receive. However, by disabling the scans of 
outgoing email messages, you can usually resolve any con- 
flicts that prevent you from sending email attachments. 

Every time I turn on or restart my computer, I hear a 
series of beeps. What do these noises mean? 

A Some motherboards have a series of error or status 
codes that are expressed as beeps during your com- 
puter's POST (power on self test) process. These beeps exist 
to help you or a qualified technician diagnose problems even 
if your computer won't POST and can't boot into Windows. 
A single beep usually confirms that your computer has suc- 
cessfully completed the POST process. Beyond that, how- 
ever, different motherboards and BIOS (Basic Input/Output 




Click the Start menu, Programs (or All Programs in Windows XP), 
Accessories, System Tools, and System Information to find details about 
your computer, including the BIOS (Basic Input/Output System) version. 

System) types have different error codes, so they make dif- 
ferent series of beeps to communicate various problems. 
The beeps you hear during the POST process generally no- 
tify you of errors such as memory failures, processor errors, 
incompatible video cards, or improper BIOS settings. 

To determine what the beeps mean when your computer 
is starting, you should consult your computer's or mother- 
board's users manual. If the information is not in your 
manual, you should be able to find POST code details on the 
motherboard manufacturer's Web site. First, you'll need to 
know what BIOS version you have. Your manual will prob- 
ably list what BIOS is installed on your system. If not, you'll 
likely see the BIOS name and version listed on the monitor 
when you first turn on your computer. You can also find the 
BIOS version in Windows by clicking the Start button, 
Programs (or All Programs in WinXP), Accessories, System 
Tools, and System Information. Jot down the information 
listed next to BIOS Version/Date. This should tell you what 
to look for when you go to the manufacturer's site. II 



Feature Package Topics 



Each Smart Computing issue includes tips, reviews, and in- 
formation about a variety of topics. However, each issue 
also has a featured group of articles about a selected topic. 
Below is a list of the Feature Packages from the previous 
year. As a Smart Computing subscriber, you have access to 
all of our archived articles at www.smartcomputing.com. 



February 2006: 
March 2006: 
April 2006: 
May 2006: 
June 2006: 
July 2006: 
August 2006: 
September 2006: 
October 2006: 
November 2006: 
December 2006: 

January 2007: 



What's Slowing Down Your PC? 

Reinstall Your Operating System 

Protect Yourself Against Viruses & Spyware 

Vista vs. XP 

How To Restore Your PC 

Repair & Speed Up Your System 

Fix & Avoid Photo Problems 

Clean Up Your Computer 

Uninstall Stubborn Software 

Easy Answers To Your Printing Questions 

Make Your PC A Computerized 

Media Center 

My PC Won't Start! 
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Vantec NexStar 3 Drive Enclosure | MSRP: $34.99 | www.vantecusa.com 



Vantec's NexStar 3 External Drive Enclosure 



Form and functionality converge 
with style in Vantec's NexStar 3 external 
hard drive enclosure. With its mirror 
finish, sleek curves, and bold colors, the 
NexStar 3 stands out from the crowd. 
The sturdy drive cage protects your 
hard drive, while the aluminum case 
effectively draws away heat. 

• Aluminum case cools your hard drive 

• Transfer rates up to 480Mbps with 
USB 2.0 (12Mbps with USB 1.1) 



• Easily add storage to any system via 
USB ports 

• Hot-swappable: Plug And Play 
without rebooting 

• Attractive blue LED indicates power 
and drive activity 

• Supports hard drives up to 750GB 

Each unit includes a driver disc, 
users manual, 3.5-inch drive enclo- 
sure, power adaptor, power cable, 
USB cable, vertical stand, and screws. 



The NexStar 3 is available in four 
vivid colors (Steel Grey, Onyx Black, 
Brilliant Red, and Midnight Blue), so 
you can store your data in an enclo- 
sure that matches your style! 
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NETGEARRangeMaxNEXT I Wireless Router I MSRP: $129.99 I www.netgear.com 

Extend The Possibilities 
Of Your Wireless Home 



What is RangeMax NEXT? It's a 
router that extends the possibilities of 
your wireless network by providing a 
steady stream of up to 270Mbps, and 
is compliant with the draft 802.1 In 
specification. This next-generation 
wireless standard utilizes advanced 
MIMO (Multi-In/Multi-Out) tech- 
nology, delivering incredible speed 
and range and, for the first time, pro- 
viding wireless interoperability at the 
highest speeds with other products 
that use Intensi-fi.™ 



A RangeMax NEXT wireless net- 
work creates and maintains stable 
connections and enough bandwidth 
to surf the Internet, download MP3s, 
make Internet telephone calls, share 
files, play network games, and stream 
high-definition video simultaneously 
from just about anywhere within a 
home or office. And because the 
RangeMax NEXT 
is fully compatible 
with all 802.11b 
and 802. llg wire- 



less products, you are sure to stay 
connected. 

Preset internal antennas and draft 
1 ln-True-Test high-performance 
testing and tuning provide maximum 
performance and high-quality stream- 
ing every time. Setup is simple, thanks 
to NETGEAR'S Smart Wizard and 
24/7 technical support. 



NETGEAR 
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Shuttle's G5XPC 



Powerful. Stylish, smaii. 



The G5 XPC series from Shuttle of- 
fers big power in a small, desktop- 
friendly package. Powered by either 
Intel or AMD processors, the G5 3200 
(with the Intel Core2 Duo CPU), 1100 
(powered by Intel), and 2100 (with an 
AMD Athlon 64 CPU) give you great 
looks and dynamic power, all in a 
small case that won't take up your en- 
tire desk. 

• Small — easy to transport, easy to 
live with 



• Lightweight, all-aluminum cases 
with a sleek, brushed metal finish 

• Shuttle XPCs range from peacefully 
quiet to almost noiseless 

• Shuttle XPC G5 computers are 
rated as Windows Vista Capable 

• All G5s include PCI-Express X16 
technology 

• Shuttle XPCs are small, stylish, 
flexible, and powerful 

Your computer is an important 
part of your world: You use it for 



work and for fun, and for everything 
from music to video to communica- 
tion. You need a PC that's powerful, 
reliable, and affordable. You don't 
need a big, ugly box. The Shuttle XPC 
G5 series gives you all the power you 
need, with all the style you want. 

Shuttle' 
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Sans Digital MS2C1 2-Bay RAID Enclosure | MSRP: $309.99 | www.sansdigital.com 

Get Serious About Data Storage. 
Get The Sans Digital MS2C1 . 



Sans Digital's MobileSTOR Series 
MS2C1 is a dual-bay external RAID 
and JBOD solution designed for video 
editing and other serious data storage 
needs. Simple and flexible, the MS2C1 
is equipped with two swappable and 
lockable 3. 5 -inch drive trays and three 
interface methods: USB 2.0, 1394a, 
and 1394b. Utilizing cutting-edge se- 
rial- ATA technology, the MS2C1 pro- 
vides top-notch performance, while 
meeting the data-intensive needs of 
the most demanding consumers. 



The MobileSTOR MS2CI offers: 

Two swappable 3. 5 -inch drive bays 
Support for SATA I and SATA II 
An onboard power supply, with 
power switch 

40mm ball-bearing cooling fan 
Temp and fan failure detector, 
with light 

Removable trays for quick ac- 
cess and troubleshooting 
Support for both Windows and 
Mac OS 



Supporting RAID or JBOD and 
sporting an onboard power supply in 
a stylish aluminum housing, the 
MobileSTOR MS2C1 provides high 
performance, unparalleled versatility, 
and the ultimate in security. 



CANS 
gJIGITAL" 



Your One-Stop Storage Solution Provider 
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My Mice Are Nice 

But A Wireless Bluetooth Rodent Would Be Better 



Blaine Flamig 

Send your comments to 
blaine@smartcomputing.com 



Ever had to wear someone else's shoes for 
whatever reason? The toe area is all 
squishy in ways you're not comfortable 
with. The heel is either so rigid it grinds 
layers of skin off your heel or is so flimsy 
you might as well be wearing flip-flops. We 
just gradually make certain things our own 
and don't like settling for substitutes. 

The same stranger-in-a-strange-land 
feeling gets me whenever I sit down at an- 
other guy's desk and have to use his mouse. 
People's choices in mice range pretty widely, 
and although some of us could give a flip 
about the little rodent as long as it double- 
clicks where it's supposed to, many of us 
who use the same mouse all day, every day 
are much pickier. I figure it took me two or 






Wireless Notebook 
Presenter 8000 

$99.95 

Microsoft 

(800) 642-7676 

www.m icrosoft.com 



three years of using quite a few mice of 
many varieties before I settled on the wired 
USB IntelliMouse Optical from Microsoft 
that's been my favorite for years. I also use 
two Logitech laser mice regularly at work 
and home, but the IntelliMouse is my bread 
and butter. It doesn't do all that much com- 
pared to many mice that have been released 
since I bought it, but the IntelliMouse's heft 
and shape are perfect for my hand, and it 
never seems to be out of place on my desk. 
Still, it probably took another year of daily 
use before my hand could instinctively reach 
and find the mouse without me looking. 
Now, if someone sits at my desk and moves 
the mouse, I know. 

As much as I like the IntelliMouse, I'm 
looking to add to my mouse family. This 
time, though, I'm planning on my first 



wireless rodent, which I'll use with the note- 
book I regularly tote between work and 
home. I don't need a wireless mouse, but I 
hate using touchpads, and none of my 
wired mice are good mobile options. 

A really good yank- free option that I've 
been using the last few weeks is Microsoft's 
fairly new Wireless Notebook Presenter 
8000. (Microsoft also has a Wireless Laser 
Mouse 8000 for about $80.) The mouse is es- 
pecially good for anyone who regularly gives 
presentations via a notebook and projector, 
but anyone can find a use for the 8000, even 
if it's just teasing your cat with the 8000's in- 
tegrated, red laser pointer (I can personally 
attest to this being hours of fun). The 8000 
also has six multimedia buttons built into its 
bottom to control content playing in 
Windows Media Player or PowerPoint. As 
cool is a Magnifier function, which magnifies 
a portion of the screen. 

I'm most interested in the 8000's wireless 
performance, though, which is very good. To 
communicate, the 8000 uses a gum stick- 
sized, 2.4GHz Bluetooth receiver that fits 
into a USB port. You can use the 8000 up to 
30 feet from the receiver, and Microsoft pairs 
the mouse and receiver before shipping, so 
they work out of the box. Microsoft also in- 
cludes IntelliMouse software to configure the 
8000's four buttons and Tilt Wheel. 

After weeks of use, the 8000's accuracy 
and speed (1,000dpi [dots per inch] resolu- 
tion, 6,000fps [frames per second] preci- 
sion) are definitely noticeable, particularly 
the speed, which is much faster than my 
older IntelliMouse Optical. So fast, in fact, I 
haven't found a happy medium yet. Addi- 
tionally, the Tilt Wheel, which lets you 
scroll horizontally and vertically, is ex- 
tremely quick. The 8000 is also very small, 
which has taken some getting used to for 
my larger hands. Still, the 8000 was de- 
signed specifically for mobile use, and de- 
spite its diminutive size, it has the very 
solid feel of a metallic egg. 

I typically don't buy any more Microsoft 
products than needed, only because the 
company doesn't need my money. For pe- 
ripherals, though, Microsoft made my all- 
time favorite mouse and keyboard (a 
Natural Keyboard Elite), and its Presenter 
8000 could easily find a home in my 
growing mouse stable. II 
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Peas In A Pod 

Snap & Print With This Kodak Combo 



Joshua Gulick 

Send your comments to 
joshua@smartcomputing.com 




EasyShare-One 

$199.95 

Kodak 

(800) 235-6325 

www.kodak.com 




EasyShare G600 Printer Dock 

$149.95 

Kodak 

(800) 235-6325 

www.kodak.com 



Every week, I wade through press releases 
touting new gadgets. Many include at 
least one reference to "easy." According to 
the friendly PR representatives, these 
gizmos are not only easy to use, but they 
help you complete your tasks more easily. 
Gather enough of these easy gadgets, and 
life apparently becomes a cakewalk. 

Thus, I've often wondered about Kodak's 
cameras and printers, which have 
"easy" built right into their names: 
EasyShare. Sure, the name refers to 
the devices' ability to share photos, 
but if you're going to put "easy" into a 
product name, everything about the 
gadget should be a snap. I looked at a 
Kodak camera and printer to find out 
if they deserved their titles. 

The Gear 

Kodak's EasyShare-One is a 6. IMP 
(megapixel) digital camera that is just a 
little bigger than a deck of playing cards. It 
offers 3X optical zoom capabilities (up to 
3.3X digital zoom) and boasts 256MB of 
internal memory for your pictures and 
movies. It also has wireless capabilities that 
let it communicate with networks and 
Kodak's wireless printer without cables. 
Thanks to the 6MP image resolution, you 
could conceivably print pictures up to 30 x 
40 inches, but you can also take email- 
friendly pictures at the LIMP setting. 

These days, many photo printers are 
much smaller than standard inkjet printers, 
so it's not surprising that Kodak designed the 
EasyShare G600 Printer Dock for portability. 
The unit has a handle that makes it — dare I 
say — easy to tote, and it supports an optional 
battery (KPB-100; $49.95). Kodak's 4x6 
Photo Paper Kits/G will run you $24.99 for 
50 sheets or $58.99 for 200 sheets. Thanks to 
the XTRALIFE lamination, the prints are wa- 
terproof and stain- resistant. Compatibility 
isn't an issue because the G600 supports any 
EasyShare camera. 



Sharing & Printing 

You can transfer pics from your camera 
to the G600 by attaching the camera 
directly to the printer or by loading the pic- 
tures onto your computer and then trans- 
ferring them to your computer via a USB 
cable. If you like to edit your photos, the 
computer is the way to go. Both devices in- 
clude Kodak's EasyShare software, which 
handles image transfers and has some basic 
editing features that made dramatic im- 
provements to my test photos' color and 
lighting. I like that the software displays 
half of your picture with the improvements 
(and the other half without), so you can de- 
cide whether you want to keep the new 
image or start from scratch. 

The fastest way to print your pics is to 
plug the camera into the connector on the 
top of the G600. The printer uses your 
camera's LCD to display the images, and 
some navigational buttons on the printer 
let you cycle through your photos. The 
printer isn't complicated at all: Once you 
find the picture you'd like to print, you 
simply press the Print button and relax (for 
the minute it takes to print). 

Red-eye routinely destroys great pic- 
tures, so I was glad to see that the G600's 
Redeye Reduction feature (there's a Redeye 
button next to the Print button) worked 
extremely well. Another button on the 
G600 lets you transfer pictures from your 
camera directly to your computer (if the 
printer is connected via the USB cable). 

I found the setup process to be a breeze: 
I popped the color cartridge into the 
printer, attached the paper tray, and started 
printing in minutes. My test pictures were 
bright and virtually flawless. I also spilled 
poured water on a test photo; it dried 
without damage. 

When Easy Really Is Easy 

Both camera and printer lived up to their 
EasyShare titles. They're truly easy to use, 
and the included manuals are useful and 
have helpful illustrations. I'd even recom- 
mend the devices to users who don't own a 
computer, as an EasyShare combo would 
help novices make a smooth transition 
from film to digital photography. II 
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Fidelity Electronics' DPF-8000F 
Displays Digital Snapshots 
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8-inch DPF-8000F Digital 
Picture Frame 

$249 

Fidelity Electronics 

(305) 670-2065 

www.fidelityelectronics.net 



I've written before that since switching to 
digital cameras, many of us don't display 
our photos like we used to do. Our images 
get trapped on our hard drives, and we 
don't make use of picture frames the way 
that we used to. A few months ago, I wrote 
about some of the unique novelty inkjet pa- 
pers that can help us find ways to display 
our photos. This month, I spent some time 
with Fidelity Electronics' 8-inch DPF- 
8000F Digital Picture Frame, another 
product that can help us make the transi- 
tion from storing digital images on our 
hard drives to proudly displaying our 
photos in our homes. 



A Different Frame Of Mind 

The DPF-8000F provides many of the 
characteristics of an old-fashioned picture 
frame. You can set it out in your home, and 
guests can see your cherished photos. 
However, the DPF-8000F differs from a stan- 
dard picture frame in many ways. First, in 
addition to displaying a single still image, the 
DPF-8000F can display photo slideshows 
and movie clips. The frame supports MPEG 
(Moving Picture Experts Group)- 1, MPEG- 
2, and MPEG-4 video formats. The DPF- 
8000F can also play MP3 files through its 
built-in speakers so that your photo slide- 
shows have musical accompaniment. 

The DPF-8000F also comes with a re- 
mote control so that you can select still 
photos, change musical tracks, adjust 
slideshow settings, and more. Better yet, 
you can do all of this from across the room, 
so there's no need to get up and tinker with 
the picture frame when you're ready to see 
a new photo or group of photos. One of the 
limitations of the DPF-8000F, however, is 
that it needs to be within its power cable's 
reach of an electrical outlet. 

The DPF-8000F is an attractive, simple 
black frame that won't look out of place in 



many settings. I was amazed at how quickly I 
got my photos on the DPF-8000F's 8-inch, 
640- x 480-pixel LCD. All I had to do was in- 
sert a CompactFlash card with the photos 
and videos I wanted to see and the music I 
wanted to hear. The DPF-8000F also has 
built-in memory slots for Microdrives, 
MMCs (MultiMediaCards), SD (Secure- 
Digital) cards, SM (SmartMedia) cards, Sony 
Memory Sticks, and xD (eXtreme Digital) 
cards. That's all there was to it. When I 
pressed the power button, the digital frame 
immediately started to display the photos on 
my CompactFlash card as a slideshow. I en- 
joyed watching my photos as such, but 
sometimes I wanted the DPF-8000F to look 
more like a traditional frame. I could do this 
by selecting a single image to display. 

The Whole Picture 

There are many things that I like about 
the Fidelity Electronics DPF-8000F Digital 
Picture Frame. It was fun using this item in 
my home, and I liked how, with the press 
of a button on the remote control, I could 
switch to a new photo when I grew tired 
of the one on display. I also liked the 
slideshow, but I had to turn this feature off, 
because it just got too distracting to see pic- 
tures flashing by in the corner of my eye 
while trying to do other things. Also, while 
the option to play digital music files is in- 
triguing at first, I didn't find many practical 
uses for it. I set the frame up on an end 
table in the same room as my home stereo, 
and the DPF-8000F's sound, while not bad, 
was still no competition for my home 
speakers. 

This is also one of the better-looking dig- 
ital picture frames I've seen, although it 
doesn't match the class of the beautiful 
wooden Wallflower Systems digital frame I 
reviewed in the January 2005 issue of Smart 
Computing. Wallflower Systems is now de- 
funct, though, so there's no real point in 
comparing the two products. As with all 
digital picture frames I've reviewed, the real 
problem with the DPF-8000F is its price. 
Although this picture frame works great 
and is a fun gadget to have, the $249 price 
tag will stand in the way for many of us 
who might otherwise enjoy a product such 
as the DPF-8000F. II 
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Who Needs A PC 

Print (& Crop & Edit) Your Pics With Epson 



Marty Sems 

Send your comments and 

bossa nova requests to 

marty@smartcomputing.com 



Stylus Photo R380 

$199.99 

Epson 

(800) 463-7766 

www.epson.com 



My wife and I had stopped printing 
photos at home. The cost of ink was 
still sky-high, so we rarely felt that anything 
was worth printing in color. Of course, this 
had the ironic result that our ink cartridges 
sometimes dried out before we used them 
up. There also was the hassle of searching 
for the (also expensive) photo paper, plus 
the fact that almost everyone we know 
shares photos by email and Web sites. 

That all changed when we became par- 
ents. Suddenly, we were expected to hand 
out new prints of our darling daughter 
every month or two. She was growing so 
fast, and changing so much, that our lack- 
adaisical photography schedule couldn't 




keep up. My wife uses some online photo 
printing services to get hard copies of dig- 
ital photos, but sometimes I prefer faster 
turnaround and more control over the way 
a print turns out. And when I want an 8 x 
10, I don't want to squander my daughter's 
college fund to get it. 

Epson has long been my pick for photo 
printers, although I've produced good re- 
sults with HPs and other brands. When the 
company announced a new line of Ultra 
Hi-Definition photo printers, which offer 
editing and printing directly from a camera 
without going through a PC, I asked to 
borrow a Stylus Photo R380. 



Like any top-tier photo printer, the R380 
uses six colors of ink for more accurate skin 
tones. It can print right to the edges of 
precut photo paper, such as 5 x 7s. The re- 
sults look just like prints from a good 
photo lab. The R380 also can print labels 
on inkjet- compatible CDs and DVDs. 

When I first started up my R380, its 
screen reported a printer error until I 
pulled the stuck print head assembly to- 
ward the left a little. After a successful 
setup, I loved the fact that I could walk up 
to the printer with my USB flash drive (or 
camera phone, or PDA [personal digital as- 
sistant], or memory card, or camera) and 
print photos directly from it. Using the 
Epson's color screen, I could crop and en- 
hance my photos and reduce red-eye right 
there on the front panel. When I needed 
finer control than front panel editing could 
provide, I turned to the included software 
and a PC. The Epson is PictBridge- and 
USB Direct-Print-compatible, and there's a 
Bluetooth option. 

My JPEG (Joint Photographic Experts 
Group) prints on Epson Premium Glossy 
Photo Paper from a 5-megapixel Canon 
camera looked phenomenal. I was able to 
smudge the darker inks with a wet napkin, 
but just barely. And the ink didn't come off 
when I scratched the prints with the end of 
a paper clip. Print times seemed speedy 
enough. Epsons have rarely been outstanding 
at text, in my experience, but the R380 
served up reasonably sharp lettering on the 
company's Premium Bright White paper. 

People want their prints to last, and 
Epson claims that its Claria archival inks 
can make prints that last up to 200 years in 
an archival album. Replacement ink car- 
tridges cost $14 to $20 each for the R380. 
However, each color comes in a separate 
tank, so you won't have to throw away un- 
used ink in a multicolor cartridge when one 
color runs out. You can choose between 
regular- or high-capacity cartridges, too. 

My wife and I are buying gifts for the hol- 
idays as I write this, and as I said, we already 
have a nice color printer we rarely use. So 
for now, I'm resisting her pleas to buy a cool 
walk-up printer like this one. Unfortunately, 
Epson is offering a $30 rebate at this writing, 
which drops the R380's price to $169.99. 
Please don't tell my wife. II 
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Home movies keep getting better thanks 
to the ever- expanding capabilities of 
video-editing software. These programs 
provide a wide assortment of features that 
can help the aspiring moviemaker turn a 
lackluster assortment of video clips into a 
minor work of art. 

Users have several options to consider 
when shopping for a video editor. At the 
low end is Windows Movie Maker, a free 
video -editing tool that comes bundled with 
Windows Me and Windows XP. The price 
is right, that's for sure, but users with lofty 
movie-making ambitions will quickly out- 
grow its limited functionality. Professional- 
grade products such as Adobe Premiere 
($849; www.adobe.com), Sony Vegas+DVD 
($524.96; www.sonymediasoftware.com), 
and Avid Liquid 7 ($499.99; www.pinnacle 
sys.com) have plenty of features but are too 
pricey — and often too complicated — for ca- 
sual users. 

There are plenty of reputable consumer- 
oriented video editors between the ex- 
tremes. These programs provide friendly 
interfaces, numerous editing features, and 
price tags that typically fall between $50 
and $100. We examined four of the most 
popular titles in pursuit of the best one. 



Adobe Premiere Elements 3.0 



With the release of version 3.0, Adobe 
Premiere Elements will likely retain its 
crown as the best- selling video editor on the 
market. The program boasts a quick installa- 
tion, an impressive array of features, and un- 
doubtedly the best pedigree in the business. 
And yet, as was the case when we reviewed 
its predecessor for a similar review in June 
2006, this version of Premiere Elements fails 
to win our vote as the best consumer- 
oriented video editor on the market. 

Our concern lies with ease of use. 
Premiere Elements can match — and, in 



most cases, exceed — any other video editor 
strictly in terms of functionality. It offers 
native support for high-definition video 
editing, DVD output options, countless 
audio and video effects, countless audio 
and video tracks, and significant control 
over every multimedia element included in 
a movie. Users can rescale individual clips 
or adjust the opacity of an image, for in- 
stance, just as easily as they tweak the 
brightness or volume. And we appreciate 
the program's near-seamless integration 
with Adobe Photoshop Elements. (Adobe 
bundles the two products together for 
$149.99, a savings of $40.) 

The problem comes in figuring out how 
to use it all. The interface represents a 
marked improvement over its predecessor. 
We certainly appreciate the intuitive en- 
hancements, such as the new Sceneline 
layout tool. But how many regular com- 
puter users know how to configure a 
channel map transition or create a four- 
color gradient fill? How many computer 
users even know what those things are? An 
excellent users manual provides ample in- 
struction, and registered users receive three 
free online tutorials. Even so, the whole ex- 
perience may prove overwhelming to ca- 
sual users looking for a fun way to jazz up 
their old home movies. 

Moreover, Premiere Elements ran quite 
slowly on our computer. This is a common 
complaint among other users of the pro- 
gram. The slowdown is no doubt due to its 
robust functionality but is annoying none- 
theless. Users who want to take advantage 
of the HD (high-definition) functionality 
need a 3 GHz or faster processor and at least 
1GB of RAM. A final complaint: Phone 
support is expensive, with plans starting at 
$29 per incident. 



Presto! DVD PowerSuite 2 



The latest version of Presto! DVD 
PowerSuite is a comprehensive collection of 
content creation components that enable 
users to edit photos, make disc labels, burn 
music CDs, back up data, and play multi- 
media files. For the purpose of this roundup, 
however, we focused our attention on the 
suite's video-editing component. 

Following a straightforward installation, 
we opened the video editor and began the 
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The easiest movie-making 

experience is also the cheapest. 

Windows Movie Maker, which 

comes bundled with Windows 

Me and Windows XP, can help 

anyone produce entertaining 

home movies. Give it a 

try before investing in 

third-party software. 



process of creating a home movie. The in- 
terface was a bit drab, but its integrated 
task list outlined the steps involved so that 
we knew exactly how to proceed. Like most 
video editors, this one features timeline and 
storyboard modes, dozens of transitions 
and special effects, and a preview window 
for watching the work-in-progress at any 
time. We were able to put together a simple 
home movie, complete with background 
music, transitions, and text effects in a 
matter of minutes. The program then gave 
us the option of burning the movie directly 
to disc, transmitting it via email, or saving 
it locally as a video file. 

However, PowerSuite has its limitations. 
It can accommodate only one video track, 
one audio track, and one soundtrack, for 
instance. More irksome for us was the fact 
that the program would not recognize the 
WMV video clips we wanted to integrate 
into our home movie (it did recognize our 
MPEG and AVI clips). And when we went 
looking for assistance, we found that the 
accompanying users manual was slim on 
details. We should note that we received 
plenty of information when we accessed the 
program's online support tools. 

We had a generally positive experience 
with PowerSuite. Of course, we could say 
the same thing about Windows Movie 
Maker, a comparable program that was al- 
ready installed on our PC. We prefer to 
spend our money on something other than 
redundant software. We assume most users 
feel the same. 



Ulead DVD MovieFactory 5 



As a general rule, computer users want 
their video-editing software to do two 
things. First, it must enable them to build 
eye-catching home movies with minimal 
effort. They expect the software to gather 
the video footage; cut it into usable clips; 
combine selected clips with interesting 
transitions, background music, narrative 
tracks, still photos, and other special ef- 
fects; and output a finished movie to any 
number of available media. Second, the 
video -editing software also must allow the 
users to stop the hyper- automated editing 
process at any time so that they can edit 
the video content and add personal ele- 
ments to the mix. 

Ulead DVD MovieFactory 5 does both. 
And it does them quite well. The program's 
friendly wizard-like interface allows harried 
amateur videographers to compile their 
clips and output a finished home movie by 
clicking the mouse fewer than half a dozen 
times. Users can add customized transi- 
tions, text effects, background music, and 
narration simply by clicking the mouse a 
few more times. The program supports 
practically all major multimedia formats, 
and it can export to practically any media, 
including HD DVD and Blu-ray. (Note that 
users must download free HD add-ons be- 
fore burning content to these discs.) We es- 
pecially liked the speed at which it worked. 
Never did we find ourselves waiting for pre- 
views to run or content to load. 
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Adobe Premiere Elements 3.0 

Presto! DVD PowerSuite 2 
Ulead DVD MovieFactory 5 
muveeNow 


$99.99 

$69.95 
$49.99 
$29.95 


Adobe 

NewSoft 

Ulead 

muvee Technologies 


(800) 833-6687 
(408) 536-6000 

(510)445-8600 

(510)979-7118 

N/A 


www.adobe.com 

www.newsoftinc.com 

www.ulead.com 

www.muvee.com 
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prospective program's listed 
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If MovieFactory has any weakness, it's 
that it makes things too simple. It elimi- 
nates the layout modes, for instance, and 
lacks the special effects that change the ap- 
pearance of the video itself. Our guess, how- 
ever, is that many users will not miss such 
features. After all, how many people actually 
use a monochrome or posterizing effect? 
And if so, why? In any case, MovieFactory 
will not appeal to users who want high- end 
editing capabilities. Users who want to 
make quality movies with minimal effort, 
however, will find it to be a great bargain. 



muveeNow 



muveeNow is all about automating the 
movie-making process. The user simply se- 
lects the videos and photos that should ap- 
pear in the movie, specifies a background 
soundtrack, chooses one of muveeNow's 
eight default styles (additional styles are 
available in downloadable packs of two or 
more for $14.95 or $19.95), and adds a few 
personal touches such as a movie title and se- 
lect key scenes. The software does the rest. 
Among other things, muveeNow breaks the 
clips into attention-grabbing scenes, applies 
special effects, and synchronizes the video 
with the audio. The results are quite impres- 
sive, and users can output the finished movie 
to disc, a storage drive, the Web, or email. 

That's the good news. The bad news is 
that this is all muveeNow does. Although 
many users will gladly forgo customization 
in the name of convenience, we were disap- 
pointed that we could not perform even 
such basic editing tasks as cutting un- 
wanted footage or inserting selected transi- 
tions. We were even more disappointed 
when we discovered that at least one of the 
predefined styles inserted flashy self- refer- 
ences to muvee, the company. That 
just seems wrong. 

The program also has one of the 
most annoying installation routines 
we've ever experienced. First, it pre- 
sumptuously pinned a muveeNow 
shortcut to the Start menu and in- 
stalled a muveeNow hyperlink in 
our Favorites folder. Reputable pro- 
grams, in our opinion, ask permis- 
sion before installing shortcuts 
anywhere other than the Programs 
menu. Second, upon discovering 



that Apple QuickTime (a muveeNow re- 
quirement) was not installed on our system, 
the installer instructed us to download and 
install it ourselves. Quality programs, in our 
opinion, integrate all required software with 
the installer. It took us a half-hour to com- 
plete the muveeNow installation and clean 
up our Start menu. 

muveeNow promises users an easy movie- 
making experience. And it delivers. But the 
program's limited functionality and adware- 
like self-promotion makes the low price 
seem like not so much of a bargain. Until the 
software developer cleans up its act — and its 
software — we would have a hard time rec- 
ommending muveeNow. 

Lights, Camera, Action 

After testing several of the most popular 
video -editing programs currently available, 
we had no problem choosing a winner. 
Ulead DVD MovieFactory 5 stood apart 
from the others for its ease of use, ample 
editing capabilities, and low price. For that, 
it earns our Smart Choice distinction. 

Even though it graded lower for us- 
ability, Adobe Premiere Elements 3.0 also 
earns our respect — but no award — for of- 
fering professional- grade features at a con- 
sumer-grade price. 

As a final note, we remind users that 
the software can only do so much. Users 
who want to produce truly impressive 
home movies need to shoot lots of 
footage, do lots of cutting, and spend lots 
of time in front of the PC. The investment 
of time and energy will show in the fin- 
ished product. II 

by Jeff Dodd 
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Ease Of Use 5 
Installation 3 
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From enterprise-solution behemoth CA 
comes CA Internet Security Suite 2007, 
the company's first all-in-one, consumer- 
level security suite. CA entered the con- 
sumer security arena several years back with 
products such as PestPatrol and eTrust, but 
the company has united them and expanded 
the in-house developed functionality. 

For $69.99, you'll acquire a license to in- 
stall virus, worm, Trojan, spyware, spam, 
pop-up, and fraud protection on up to three 
PCs in your household. You'll also receive a 
parental control utility (a separate install) 
that helps you shape your 
children's Internet world. 
The suite performed well, 
putting ports in stealth 
mode, locating spyware and 
cookies, identifying email 
threats, and blocking unau- 
thorized data transmissions. 
Overall, CA's products 
have a good reputation for 
reliability, so we were not 
surprised. However, during 
beta testing, a few reports 
surfaced that this product's firewall was less 
than robust, particularly when it came to 
blocking malware and keystroke loggers. CA 
assures us it has corrected that flaw, but we 
wanted to warn our readers, anyway. 

Security Suite also keeps a rewardingly 
low profile on your system. It requires only 
60MB of hard drive space, and we found 
that it consumed minimal system resources. 
In particular, its email-scanning function 
was more nimble and speedy than that of 
some competitors we have evaluated. 

Security Suite demands minimal attention 
after the first week or two of training. CA's 
new firewall takes an extra- cautious approach 
that leaves many standard programs (in- 
cluding Outlook and Internet Explorer) out- 
side its default safe zone. Consequently, the 
program may bother you rather frequently 
during the first week or so. (Previously, CA 
licensed ZoneAlarm, a veteran that is excel- 
lent at program detection, so this will be a 
new hassle if you are upgrading from an ear- 
lier CA product.) 



The antispam module also will require a bit 
of monitoring because of its approach. Rather 
than evaluate spam based on keywords, 
server, email address, and other elements 
common with this type of software, Security 
Suite uses only block and allow lists to eval- 
uate spam. At installation, the program will 
scan your Address Book, Contacts, and Sent 
folder for acceptable addresses. It will also 
scan existing email and give you an opportu- 
nity to vote yes or no on the unrecognized 
senders it finds. 

When you check your email, Security Suite 
will open a pop-up window letting you vote 
on unrecognized senders. You can also select 
a message in any folder and click an Approve 
or Block icon to refine your preferences. 
Many users love this approach, as it ensures 
questionable content (such as an off-color 
joke) from a friend will get through. 

However, if you frequently receive wanted 
mail from new senders, or if your contact 
lists are filled with unwanted senders, you'll 
have more work to do. If you want to add 
keyword filters, you'll have to build rules 
through your email client as Security Suite 
does not support this function. 

For those who like to tinker, Security Suite 
offers minimal advanced settings, but it does 
let you create exclusion lists to ensure the 
program doesn't block favorite Web sites or 
programs. You can also choose folders or files 
to exclude from virus scan to speed things up. 

Before we give our stamp of approval, we 
should alert you about two issues we discov- 
ered. When we originally downloaded the 
program, it failed to install and crashed our 
entire system. This may not happen to you, 
but we recommend you order the boxed 
product (which installed with no problem). 

Also, although Security Suite continued to 
protect our test PC even after we shut the suite 
down using Windows Task Manager, it lets 
users disable its antivirus and firewall protec- 
tions from the System Tray without requiring 
a password. If you plan to purchase this suite, 
enable password-protection on your Windows 
login if you have not already done so. II 

by Jennifer Farwell 
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(800) 557-3743 
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Performance 5 
Ease Of Use 4 
Installation 5 
Documentation 3 
Price 5 
Overall Score 4.4/5 



About $47 (depending on 

exchange rate) 

Lionel Spohr 

+49 89 4629-1239 (Germany) 

lionel.spohr@timepanic.com 

www.timepanic.com 



Scorecard 



Performance 4 
Ease Of Use 3 
Installation 4 
Documentation 4 
Price 3 
Overall Score 3.6/5 



Pixel Power For Less 

From Serif, the UK's leading graphics soft- 
ware developer (according to the com- 
pany, anyway), comes PhotoPlus 11 Studio 
Pack. The package includes both PhotoPlus 
11, an image editor, and Album 4, an orga- 
nizational utility. PhotoPlus 11 is the main 
offering in this suite and the only one we 
had room to review. However, if Album 4 is 
as feature-filled as PhotoPlus 11, it will be a 
worthy bonus. 

PhotoPlus 1 1 is quite a workhorse, pairing 
much of the high-end functionality of 
higher-priced programs such as Photoshop 
with one-stop-shop tools for novices. 

You can use the program's QuickFix 
Photo Studio (a button option on the main 
menu) to adjust color and exposure, crop, 
straighten, remove red-eye, and sharpen 
images. Similarly, the Instant Artist feature 
turns your image into a painting (for ex- 
ample, an oil or watercolor). 

The toolbar is well- organized and exten- 
sive, even affording access to such unusual 
commands as warp and twirl without having 




to dig into a menu. 
And by default, the 
color palette is right 
on top with a drop- 
down menu to take 
you quickly from 
RGB to CMYK with 
a quick click. 

Overall, the program is nicely designed 
and easy to learn. However, some of the fea- 
tures have a logic that is a bit hard to grasp 
at first. One example is the Extract feature, 
an awesome and intuitive tool that lets you 
quickly extract a portion of an image from 
the background. The process is simple, but 
the second step wasn't explained well in the 
manual or identified on-screen. 

With that said, a little experimentation 
will get you going. Documentation is less 
than thorough, but the tutorials are more 
helpful. Once you learn the program, you'll 
find yourself editing images like a pro. II 

by Jennifer Farwell 



Utilities 



TimePanic $ee How Time Flies 



Q^H 



Do you sit at your computer with a list of 
things to do and wonder where the time 
went? If so, give TimePanic a spin. Designed 
to help self-employed people and small- 
business owners track their projects, Time- 
Panic also works for home users who can't 
get a handle on their time. 

With TimePanic, you click a button each 
time you start an activity and click it again 
when you finish. You can also input data on 
activities, such as shopping or TV time, you 
conduct away from the computer to help 
keep tabs on the entire day. 

Unlike advanced project-tracking pro- 
grams, TimePanic does not directly monitor 
the time you spend with programs on your 
PC. It won't record when you switch from 
one program to another, so if you forget to 
open or close an activity, you'll have to 
manually edit your log to correct it. 
Nevertheless, TimePanic's layout will help 
jog your memory as you switch from one 
task to the next. 




TimePanic's activities are business-ori- 
ented, but you can edit existing ones or add 
others. You can also create projects and pro- 
files for the people who assist you, and 
TimePanic will track them, as well. You can 
also print reports that detail on what and 
with whom you spent your time. 

The only real fault we found was Time- 
Panic's flat activity structure. Once you 
create a project, you must create a separate 
activity for every aspect of it, which means a 
complete set of icons for every project. II 

by Jennifer Farwell 
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Staff Picks 

Our Experts Pick The Best Hardware 



LoweproTropolis1200 

You know by now that buying something expensive is only 
half the story. The other half is all the accessories you'll 
need to buy. Say you've bought a neat, new laptop computer. 
Where will you store it? How will you carry it around? 

Lowepro's Tropolis 1200 is a well-crafted, no-nonsense 
carrying case for notebooks with 17-inch or smaller screens, 
measured diagonally. Its unassuming demeanor won't turn 
any heads as would a flashier bag, but many of us don't nec- 
essarily want to advertise the fact that we're carrying a $1,600 
laptop around. 

Lowepro made this bag out of tough nylon and faux leather 
trim. You'll like the way the overstuffed carry handle's fabric 
breathes, meaning that your grip won't get slippery with per- 
spiration. The shoulder strap works best when you sling it 
over your neck and opposite shoulder, I found. It's made with 
a cushioned shoulder pad that's a little more comfortable 




Tropolis 1200 

$69.99 
Lowepro 
(707) 827-4000 
www.lowepro.com 



during carry than most 
of the competition in this 
price range. 

The Tropolis 1200 cradles your 
notebook in a smartly padded 
compartment with hook-and- 
loop elastic straps. This middle 
compartment opens 180 degrees 
when it's unzipped, so it can lie flat on a desk or table. 

All told, there are 16 pockets of various sizes throughout 
the case, plus a clip for your keys and a removable bag for 
your notebook's power supply. There's even a two-pocket file 
for paper documents in the rear section. Finally, a lifetime 
warranty is no small part of the Tropolis 1200's charm. II 

by Marty Sems 
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Desktops <= $1,500 

a1650e 

About $650 

Desktops > $1,500 
Sonic Boom OCX 
$4,151 

Notebooks <= $1,500 
Satellite M115-S3144 
$1,199.99 

Notebooks > $1,500 
VAIOTXN15P/W 
$2,299.99 
i!Mg|»!!HI>™ 



Josh 

HP 

www.hp.com 

Josh 

Hypersonic 

www.hypersonic-pc.com 

Jennifer 
Toshiba 
www.toshiba.com 

Andrew 

Sony 

www.sonystyle.com 



With Windows XP Media Center Edition and the optional TV tuner, 
the a16S0e can double as a PVR (personal video recorder) . 

This heavy-duty gaming PC has some top-shelf components, 
including a 2.93CHz Intel Core 2 Extreme X6800 processor, 2CB of 
memory and a custom-over clocked video card. 

This new notebook has everything I want: an Intel Core 2 Duo 
Processor, 2CB of RAM, a 120GB hard drive, and a DVD 
Super -Multi drive. 

Sony has been making VAIOsfor 10 years now, and all that experi- 
ence really shines through on this mobile dynamo. 



Handhelds & PDAs 
(personal digital assistants) 
iPAQ rx591 5 Travel Companion 
$599.99 



Jennifer 

HP 

www.hp.com 



This handheld will not only keep you organized, it will also help 
you get to your next destination with turn-by-turn voice instruc- 
tions using integrated GPS (global positioning system). 



Keyboards 

USB Enhanced Multimedia Keyboard 

$22.95 

Mice/Trackballs/Trackpads 
MX Revolution 



Josh 
Dell 
www.dell.com 

Jennifer 
Logitech 



If your desk has a keyboard tray, you'll appreciate this keyboard's 
small footprint. 

This new mouse has a free-spin mode that will get you to the end of long 
documents in a flick of the wheel. 



$99.99 


www.logitech.com 








CRTs (cathode-ray tubes) 
1100MB SyncMaster 
$559 


Josh 

Samsung 

www.samsung.com 


CRT monitors are going out of style, but Samsung's 21 -inch beauty 
will probably be around for some time. The monitor has a 1,280 x 
1,024 resolution. 


LCDs <= 19 inches 
SyncMaster 931 B 
$299.99 


Blaine 

Samsung 

www.samsung.com 


This display offers a 700:1 contrast ratio, 1,280 x 1,024 resolution, 
and a 160-degree viewing angle. Pricing on this 19-inch beauty 
should come down soon; if so, this is a keeper. 


LCDs> 19 inches 
SyncMaster 225BW 
$380 


Blaine 

Samsung 

www.samsung.com 


A 1,680 x 1,050 resolution, 700:1 contrast ratio, and Samsung's 
quality make the 22-inch 22SBW worth seeing up close. 
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Samsung ML-2571N 



ML-2571N 

$199.99 
Samsung 
(800) 726-7864 
www.samsung.com 



At 9.7 x 13.9 x 11.7 inches 
(HxWxD), Samsung's ML- 
257 IN is an ideal monochrome 
laser printer for my limited desk 

space. Besides being compact, large print jobs were no 
problem with the ML-2571N's 25ppm (pages per minute) print 
speed, and its 1,200 x 1,200dpi (dots per inch) resolution pro- 
duced clear and crisp text. Samsung's printer software and a sep- 
arate single-sheet manual feed tray with adjustable guides made it 




and installing 



easy to adapt the printer for media 
as small as 3- x 5-inch cards or as 
large as 8.5- x 14-inch legal pads. 

I was able to print over my 
home network in minutes by 
connecting to the printer's inte- 
grated Ethernet 10/100 Base TX card 
the accompanying network setup software. II 

by Nathan Lake 









Inkjet <= $150 
Stylus Photo R220 
$89.99 


Kylee 
Epson 
www.epson.com 


This six-cartridge inkjet photo printer is very reasonably priced. It provides bor- 
derless printing on 4- x 6-inch, 5- x 7 -inch, 8- x 10-inch, and 8.5- x 1 1-inch paper. 
The included CD/DVD tray lets you print directly on inkjet-printable discs. 


Inkjet > $150 

Pixma iP6600D Photo Printer 

$179.99 


Kylee 

Canon 

www.usa.canon.com 


The Pixma 1P66OOD is a six-cartridge inkjet printer with one-picoliter-sized 
droplets, a 3.5-inch color LCD, memory card slot, and built-in controls on the 
face of the top of the printer. 


Laser <= $200 

ML-2571N 

$199.99 


Nathan 

Samsung 

www.samsung.com 


This monochrome laser's compact design allows it to fit into small spaces, 
and the 25ppm (pages per minute) print speed is great for large print jobs. 


Laser > $200 to $500 
Phaser 611 ON 
$399 


Nathan 

Xerox 

www.xerox.com 


A built-in Ethernet 10/100 Base TXcard, 64MB of memory, and a 300MHz 
processor make the Phaser 61 ION a great office printer. 


Laser > $500 
Magicolor 5430DL 
$599 


Nathan 

Konica Minolta 

www.konicaminolta.net 


This offering from Konica Minolta sets itself apart with its 21ppm print speed 
in both color and monochrome. 



MFDs (multifunction devices) 

Pixma MP830 

$299.99 





Kylee 

Canon 

www.usa.canon.com 



This inkjet MFD provides not only standard-sized prints but also 4- x 6-inch 
borderless photos, a built-in flatbed scanner and copier, a 33.6Kbps (kilobits 
per second) fax modem, and Hi-Speed USB connectivity. 



Flash Memory & Portable 
Cruzer Micro 4GB 
$179.99 

CD & DVD Drives 
GSA-H10U 
About $30 

Hard Drives 

Raptor WD1500ADFD 150GB 

$279.99 



Blaine The new Micro, the smaller sibling to the Cruzer Titanium, comes with Skype 

San Disk installed and U3, a platform that lets you install and run appsfrom the device. 
www.sandisk.com 

Marty Low error rates, very fast at almost every task, and LightScribe 1.2 support: 

LG What more could you want? (At least until the 20X Lite-On LH-20A1H becomes 

us.lge.com available.) 

Marty Here's a returning champ. Put your operating system and applications on 

Western Digital one of these and give your PC a noticeable speed boost. You can always use 

www.westerndigital.com a cheaper and larger 7,200rpm drive to store your personal data. 



Digital Camcorders < $500 
Small Wonder EZ1 01 
$129 

Digital Camcorders > $500 

Everio GZ-MG77 

$900 

Digital Still Cameras - Point 8c Shoot 

PowerShotA710IS 

$399 

Digital Still Cameras - Adv./Prosumer 

D40 

$599.95 

Graphics Cards <= $150 
Radeon X1 650 XT 
$149 

Graphics Cards > $150 
GeForce 8800 GTX 
About $600 



Andrew 

RCA 

www.mysmal lwonder.com 

Andrew 

JVC 

www.jvc.com 

Kylee 

Canon 

www.usa.canon.com 

Blaine 
Nikon 
www.nikonusa.com 

Andrew 

ATI 

ati.amd.com 

Andrew 

Nvidia 

www.nvidia.com 



The Small Wonder is a fun little camcorder that uses built-in memory to let you 
record up to 30 minutes of video. 

In our tests, this hard drive-based digital camcorder was easy to use, com- 
fortable to operate, and loaded with features. 

This 7. 1 -megapixel camera features 6X optical zoom, Image Stabilization 
Technology, and a 2.5-inch wide viewing angle LCD. 

The latest from Nikon is the company's smallest and easiest-to-use SLR (single- 
lens reflex) camera yet, and it's nicely priced to boot. 

Just because you can't afford a $600 graphics card doesn't mean you 
shouldn't be able to play the latest games. The XI 650 XT can burn through 
your favorite games without setting your wallet on fire. 

This DirectX 10-capable graphics card is the best of the best right now. Period. 
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Defend Windows XP 
With Windows Defender 



If you've been a Windows user for any length of 
time, you already know all about the dangers of 
spyware. These days, it often seems as if there's a 
spyware infection lurking behind every Web page, 
email, or downloaded file. 

There's no shortage of third-party utilities available 
for combating the spyware scourge, but Microsoft is fi- 
nally weighing in with its own antispyware tool called 
Windows Defender. In beta form for most of 2006, 
Windows Defender is now finished and available free 
to licensed users of Windows XP. 

Windows Defender is designed to detect and remove 
existing spyware, as well as prevent new infections by 
monitoring your system for suspicious activity. 

Get Windows De- 
fender at www. win 
dowsdefender.com; 
follow the links to the 
download. Microsoft 
requires you to vali- 
date your copy of 
WinXP via Windows 
Genuine Advantage 
before letting you 
download any soft- 
ware, and your sys- 
tem will likely require 
validation again upon 
installation of Windows Defender. 

Windows Defender's installation wizard will ask you 
to choose from three installation options: Use 
Recommended Settings, Install Definition Updates 
Only, or Ask Me Later. Choose Install Definition 
Updates Only and accept the default settings. 

Scan Your System 

When Windows Defender's installation is complete, 
it will check online for the latest updates and conduct a 
scan of your system. This quick scan is limited to a 
handful of areas spyware is most likely to infect, but on 
some systems, even a quick scan might take a while. 
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1 .1 Review harmful or potentially unwanted software 
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Name Alert level 
P Spycar Test Suite Low 
















| Remove All | | Ignore | 



Windows Defender's real-time protection 
will automatically notify you if it detects 
any questionable activity on your system. 



To perform a full scan of your hard drive, click the 
down arrow next to Scan and select Full Scan. If you 
want a scan to target specific files, opt for a Custom 
Scan. If Windows Defender finds any spyware or suspi- 
cious software, it will display some information about 
each item, including a description and location, an 
alert level, and a recommended action. 

There are five alert levels: Not Yet Classified, Low, 
Medium, High, and Severe. Anything with an alert level 
of High or Severe should be removed unless you trust the 
program. If you're sure a program is OK, you can select 
Always Allow so Windows Defender won't flag it again. 
If you're not so sure, you can choose Quarantine, which 
will disable the software. After Windows Defender re- 
moves harmful software, it may prompt you to reboot. 

Windows Defender also provides real-time protec- 
tion by monitoring your system for any changes to crit- 
ical files or settings. If any such changes are detected, 
Windows Defender will display a warning dialog box 
that will allow you to remove the offending program. 

Customize Settings 

Click Tools and Options. Decide what type of scan to 
perform and set up a schedule. You can also configure 
Windows Defender to take the recommended action in- 
stead of requiring you to do so manually. Windows 
Defender's recommended actions will vary based on 
the software it finds, but you can override them by 
changing settings under Default actions. 

If you find the real-time protection feature too obtru- 
sive, you can modify the list of system settings and 
events that are monitored. You can also turn the feature 
off altogether, though we don't recommend you do this. 

Software Explorer 

Msconfig has been a handy way to figure out and 
control which applications start each time you boot 
Windows. Although designed to help users streamline 
and speed the boot process, it can also be useful as a 
way to ferret out spyware or undesirable programs. 
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Windows Defender 



Options 



Windows Defender comes 
with a similar but more pow- 
erful tool called Software Ex- 
plorer. To access it, click Tools 
and Software Explorer. While 
Msconfig's abilities are limited 
to startup applications, Soft- 
ware Explorer goes further by 
providing information and 
control over any currently run- 
ning program, not just those set 
to start with Windows. And be- 
cause programs that access the 
Internet are often the most 
dangerous, Software Explorer 
can also highlight those with ac- 
tive network connections. 

To change the kind of pro- 
grams Software Explorer dis- 
plays, make a choice from the 
Category drop-down menu 
near the top of the window. 
You'll see two display panes — 
the left pane contains a list of 
programs. Next to each name is 
Microsoft's classification, based 
upon its spyware database. 
Most legitimate applications 
will be listed as Permitted, 
though if a program's classifi- 
cation is listed as In Progress, it 
means Software Explorer is 
trying to determine the nature 
of the software. 

The right pane will display 
detailed information on the se- 
lected application, including its 
size, location, the date it was in- 
stalled, and whether it was orig- 
inally included with the OS. 
Depending on the category 
you've selected, you may find 
additional information in either 
pane. Your options for a partic- 
ular program are also category- 
dependent. If you see Not Yet 
Classified, it means the appli- 
cation isn't yet in Microsoft's 
software database 

Microsoft SpyNet 

Distinguishing spyware from legit software can be 
challenging. Microsoft approaches this by attempting 




Windows Defender can perform quick scans of vulnerable 
areas, full scans of your hard drive, or scans of user-speci- 
fied areas. 
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You can configure Windows Defender to conduct scans 
on a scheduled basis and tweak how it will respond 
when it finds a threat. 
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Windows Defender's Software Explorer feature is like 
Msconfig on steroids, letting you see not just what 
programs start with Windows, but every program 
running on your system. 



to harness the wisdom of the 
online community with Spy- 
Net. Joining SpyNet is free and 
optional. There are two levels of 
membership — Basic and Ad- 
vanced. You can find it under 
Tools and Microsoft SpyNet. 

One benefit of joining Spy- 
Net is that knowing how other 
Windows Defender users 
chose to respond to a program 
may help you decide how to do 
so. It can also provide Micro- 
soft with useful data that can 
improve the software. 

Before joining SpyNet, you 
should be aware of the possi- 
bility that personal informa- 
tion could be collected and 
sent to Microsoft. Although 
the installation wizard states 
that no personal information 
is sent with a basic SpyNet 
membership, the Join dialog 
box contradicts this: For both 
basic and advanced member- 
ship, it says that personal info 
might unintentionally be sent, 
though the company won't 
use such information to iden- 
tify or contact you. Given the 
apparent discrepancy, if you 
have any concerns about sign- 
ing up for SpyNet, click the 
link to read Windows De- 
fender's privacy statement. 

Support 

Microsoft offers users of 
Windows Defender two free 
support incidents, including a 
toll-free number, (866) 727- 
2338. Phone hours are limited, 
and you should probably ex- 
pect to sit on hold for a while. 
Another option is to consult 
Microsoft's Windows Defender 
newsgroups, which you access 
at www.microsoft.com/athome 
/security/spyware/software 
/newsgroups/default.mspx. II 



by Joseph Moran 
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The Sun Rises On Windows Vista 

A Brief Overview Of Microsoft's Newest Operating System 



System Requirements 
Windows Vista Capable: 

• a current processor made within 
the last 2 years (800MHz or 
better) 

• 51 2MB of DDR, DDR2, or better 
system memory 

• a DirectX 9-capable graphics 
adapter 



Windows Vista Premium Ready: 

• a current processor made within 
the last 16 months (1GHz or 
better) 

• at least 1GB of DDR, DDR2, or 
better system memory 

• a 1 28MB or better graphics card 
with DirectX 9 and Pixel Shader 
2.0 support 

• audio playback support 

All Windows Vista PCs: 

• at least a 40GB hard drive with 
15GB free 

• a DVD-ROM, DVD±RW, or DVD- 
RAM drive 

• Internet access, preferably broad- 
band 



Despite — or perhaps because of — 
the long delays from a company 
accustomed to releasing major op- 
erating system upgrades every three 
years, Windows Vista demonstrates the 
polish of an OS (operating system) that 
has received some extra attention and an 
extended testing phase. Support for com- 
puter hardware is excellent, virtually 
eliminating the need to go hunting for 
drivers. Vista's features, including the 
new Aero interface and the parental con- 
trols, are similarly well-developed, of- 
fering a solid and intuitive experience. 

But is Vista worth the price? This 
month, we evaluate the cost, features, re- 
quirements, and benefits of jumping on 
the Vista bandwagon. We'll let you know 
which version may be right for you and 
why an upgrade from Windows XP just 
might be worth it. 

Which Version Is Right For Me? 

Unlike Windows XP, which offered 
Home and Professional editions in sepa- 
rate retail packages, Windows Vista will 
ship with one DVD that contains all the 




versions. The license key inside the 
package will determine which edition is 
activated and installed. Because of this de- 
sign, Microsoft's new Anytime Upgrade 
program will permit a user to purchase a 
new license that unlocks and installs a 
more expensive version on your retail 
DVD; a quick trip to the Control Panel in 
the Start menu gives you this option. The 
upgrade price will vary, but it is generally 
the difference between the desired version 
and the version you currently own. 

Vista Home Basic. Built on the same 
principles of security and stability that 
comprise every version of Vista, the simi- 
larities end there; this version is almost 
exactly like WinXP Home in terms of its 
capabilities. It can't record HDTV, it 
can't be used on a Tablet PC, and it can't 
be used as a personal video recorder. 
Aesthetically, the Aero interface is absent; 
instead, this version displays a Vista- in- 
spired color scheme that is functionally 
similar to WinXP. While many consider 
Vista Home Basic feature-limited, it's a 
solid upgrade for those on a budget and a 
sure bet for enhanced security. 

Vista Home Premium. Weighing in at 
$239, Home Premium is the least ex- 
pensive version that offers the Aero 
interface. The first version offer- 
ing more than WinXP Home, 
Vista Home Premium can 
not only help you create 
your own DVDs, but can 
also serve the same role 



Windows Vista 



\^ 
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P Welcome to Tabbed Brows' .-g - Windows Internet Exp Ion 
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With tabs you can: 

• Use one Internet Explorer window to v\ 

• Open links m a bad. around tab while v 



Windows Vista also includes a 

new version of Internet 

Explorer; its tabbed browsing 

feature puts each Web site 

you open in a new tab at the 

top of the window. 



previously played by WinXP 
Media Center Edition. In 
addition, Home Premium 
comes bundled with extra 
games and a handy digital 
photo management tool. 

Vista Business. Spending 
$299 gets you the Windows 
Vista Business OS. Except 
for parental controls, Vista 
Business includes the fea- 
tures of all previous ver- 
sions and is geared toward 
corporate file- sharing, col- 
laboration, and creation. 
The Business Edition can run an Internet server, send 
and receive faxes, and provide real-time file and docu- 
ment collaboration with other Business Edition users. 

Vista Ultimate. At the top of the totem pole is 
Windows Vista Ultimate, at $399, designed from the 
ground up to be the version for computer enthusiasts. 
Naturally, this edition includes all of the features of all 
prior versions, but Ultimate customers are also entitled 
to premium customer support and exclusive download- 
able content. Vista Ultimate also features BitLocker to 
safely encrypt important files, and it comes with an inte- 
grated tool to maximize the performance of 3D games. 

Can My Computer Run Vista? 

Just as WinXP required more powerful hardware 
than did Win98 or WinMe, Windows Vista requires 
more power than WinXP required. Microsoft has out- 
lined two standards that Vista-ready PCs should meet: 
Vista Capable computers are required to have at least 
512MB of DDR (Double Data Rate) or DDR2 system 
memory, a graphics processor capable of displaying 
DirectX 9 material, and a processor running at 
800MHz or better. 

Vista Premium Ready, on the other hand, is consid- 
ered the gold standard for what a Windows Vista 
owner should have in his PC. It requires a 1GHz or 
better CPU, 1GB of DDR or DDR2 system memory, 
and a DirectX 9-compatible video card with more than 
128MB of integrated memory. Additionally, the video 
card should be capable of displaying Pixel Shader 2.0 
graphics. (Most product boxes and manufacturer sup- 
port sites will confirm whether your video card meets 
this requirement.) 

Lastly, all computers should have a connection to 
the Internet, a DVD-ROM drive, and a 40GB hard 
drive with at least 15GB of free space. 

Improvements to Vista's security and graphics are not 
without cost. While most WinXP -compatible programs 



will run on Vista, they will run only about 90% as quickly 
due to system overhead. While this won't break the bank 
for most users (after all, 10% of the second or two it takes 
to open a document is nothing), it may stay the hand of 
people looking to play games or encode music or movies. 

Why Upgrade From Windows XP? 

The Aero interface represents the first major over- 
haul of Windows OS graphics since WinXP. It har- 
nesses the power of a PC's 3D graphics card to produce 
translucent program borders, smooth animations, and 
a shiny look and feel. Microsoft has established Aero as 
its OS's new fresh face, contributing to what the com- 
pany calls the "Vista experience," which embodies the 
visual and aural effects of the company's new OS. 

The heavily touted parental controls start by allowing 
users to limit access to Web sites, but they also allow par- 
ents to set limits on what games can be played (based on 
the game's ESRB rating), what 
programs a child can and can't 
run, and even when a child can 
log on to the machine. 

Windows Vista is designed to 
be more secure than any prior 
version of Windows. Every file in 
Vista exhibits similar security, 
making Vista a safer choice than 
any Microsoft operating system to 
date. In combination with anti- 
spyware and antivirus software, 
the new OS will help users avoid 
malicious programs. 
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Evolution vs. Revolution 



The new gadgets 
that come with 
Vista include 
virtual sticky notes, 
a clock, and a cal- 
endar. They all 
dock on the right 
side of the new 
Vista Desktop. 



Unlike the transition from 
Windows 98 to Windows XP, 
which ushered in an era of unprecedented system sta- 
bility, Windows Vista is less revolutionary. This time, 
the upgrade is not a matter of making your PC less 
prone to crashing, it's a matter of wanting what Vista 
has to offer. If you're after an easier and more stylish 
computing experience, have suffered the misfortune of 
spyware or viruses, or if your children accidentally 
viewed something you didn't want them to see, 
Windows Vista will help alleviate these problems. With 
the investment of some extra PC memory and a more 
powerful graphics card, most people who have pur- 
chased a PC within the last two years can be ready for 
Vista and all the features it has to offer those with up- 
graded aesthetics, security, and control in mind. II 

by Robert Hallock 
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Yackety-Yack 



The Latest Word On 



Speech Recognition Programs 



In today's society, speed is every- 
thing. From fast food to one-hour 
photo, we are always looking to get 
more done in less time. For years, 



minute you can obtain using speech 
recognition, and it's no wonder people 
long for the day they can sit at their 
computers and talk instead of type. 




people have looked for good speech 
recognition programs that help im- 
prove their typing speed and the overall 
speed at which they use their com- 
puters. Most people can handwrite a 
note at approximately 20 to 30 words 
per minute. The average speed at which 
most people type is only slightly faster, 
at 40 to 60 words per minute. Compare 
these speeds with the 160 words per 



In The Old Days 

If you have used a speech recogni- 
tion program in the past, you may have 
given up on talking to the computer 
due to the long training times, the poor 
accuracy, and the demanding system 
requirements. Speech recognition pro- 
grams can tax your computer's perfor- 
mance and often require a powerful 
machine in order to operate effectively. 



Early versions of speech recognition 
software used discrete speech tech- 
nology, which meant that you had to 
pause between each word in order for 
the computer to understand and trans- 
late the words into text. With discrete 
speech technology, you had to speak 
Slowly. And. Clearly. Pronouncing. 
Each. Word. Separately. 

Today's VRS (voice recognition soft- 
ware) programs use continuous speech 
technology, which lets you speak at a 
natural pace, although you may experi- 
ence instances where the software has 
to catch up to your spoken word. 

With recent advances in computer 
hardware and in the technology be- 
hind speech recognition, we've seen 
great improvements in the usability 
of speech recognition. Some speech 
recognition programs now claim 99% 
accuracy straight out of the box. 

Speech recognition has improved 
enough that we may start seeing it 
used more frequently, especially as 
more people have access to it. For in- 
stance, Microsoft integrated speech 
recognition functionality into Vista, 
its latest operating system. 

Today's Uses 

Not all types of writing are well- 
suited to speech recognition, such as 
computer programming, writing that 
uses lots of proper names, or writing 
that requires specialized words. How- 
ever, specialized programs are available 
for computer programming and other 
specialized uses. For example, Nuance 
(www.nuance.com) sells versions of 
Dragon NaturallySpeaking specifically 
designed for the medical and legal pro- 
fessions to help improve accuracy for 
VRS users working in these fields. Also, 
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The Dragon NaturallySpeaking DragonBar gives you access to many of the functions of Dragon NaturallySpeaking. 



noisy environments are not well- suited 
to speech recognition, as outside noises 
can diminish the accuracy. 

The big question for today s users is 
whether speech recognition software is 
more efficient for their uses than 
typing. Most speech recognition pro- 
grams are designed to give you an addi- 
tional means of input, not to replace 
your keyboard and mouse. As Chris 
Strammiello, senior director of product 
marketing at Nuance, notes, "People 
will often strike a balance between cer- 
tain controls on the keyboard and 
certain controls by voice. But that com- 
bination is significantly easier and 
much, much faster than using the key- 
board alone." 

There are two primary functions of 
speech recognition. The first recognizes 
commands and allows you to control 
your computer using those commands. 
The second function of speech recogni- 
tion is to allow you to insert text into a 
document or application using spoken 
words. Many programs incorporate 
both of these functions. 

Dragon NaturallySpeaking 
Professional 9 

Of the three products we tested, 
Dragon NaturallySpeaking 9 is the only 
program that does not require training 
before you can use it. We used the 
Dragon NaturallySpeaking Professional 
9 edition ($899; www.nuance.com) for 
our tests, but Nuance assures us that 



the accuracy level is the same in all ver- 
sions; it is the features that vary among 
versions. You can purchase Dragon 
NaturallySpeaking Standard 9 for 
$99.99 directly from Nuance. 

During installation, Dragon Natur- 
allySpeaking 9 will give you the option 
to complete training. Nuance recom- 
mends brief training to adjust the mi- 
crophone and voice settings and create 
a user profile. In our test, this training 
took significantly less time than training 
with other programs. After setting up 
your user profile, Dragon Naturally- 
Speaking 9 is ready to use. 

Dragon NaturallySpeaking 9 lets you 
dictate directly into most Microsoft 
Windows applications. To run Dragon 
NaturallySpeaking, you'll need a com- 
puter with an Intel Pentium 1GHz 
processor (or equivalent AMD pro- 
cessor), 512MB RAM, 1GB free hard 
drive space, Microsoft Windows XP 
Service Pack 1 (Home or Professional) 
or higher, Windows 2000 Service Pack 
4 or higher, and a sound card that 
supports 16-bit recording. Dragon 
NaturallySpeaking 9 comes with a 
Nuance-approved noise-canceling 
headset microphone. 

Dragon NaturallySpeaking 9 sup- 
ports simultaneous dictation and 
command modes. This makes it espe- 
cially easy to switch between applica- 
tion menus and text dictation without 
using your mouse or keyboard 
to switch modes. For example, to 
access the File menu in Microsoft 
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Word, pause and then say, "File." 
Alternatively, if you say, "We will 
need this file for the meeting," 
Dragon NaturallySpeaking will type 
the spoken text into the document. 
The program determines whether to 
type or switch to command mode 
based on your speaking patterns. 

Using the Dragon NaturallySpeaking 
9 AutoTranscribe Folder Agent, you 
can automatically convert audio files 
from a PDA (personal digital assistant) 
or voice recorder into text using a 
predefined voice profile. The Profes- 
sional version also comes with a macro 
recorder and complex macro support. 
This macro recorder lets you record a 
sequence of mouse movements and 
keyboard actions for repeated use via a 
voice command. The Professional ver- 
sion also lets you import and export 
vocabularies and macros to use on 
other machines. 

Realize Voice 4.1 

Realize Voice 4.1 ($99; www.realize 
software.com) uses the Microsoft 
Speech Recognition Engine. The 
Microsoft Speech Recognition Engine 
comes with WinXP or Microsoft Office 
XP. To use Realize Voice 4.1, you'll 
need a Pentium 266 processor (or 
equivalent), 64MB of RAM (128MB is 
recommended), Windows 98SE/Me/ 
NT/2000/XP, a compatible sound card, 
and a high-quality, noise-canceling mi- 
crophone. A free headset microphone 
is included with all Realize 
Voice 4.1 CD orders. 

Realize Voice requires 
quite a bit of training before 



Use the Dragon 
NaturallySpeaking 
AutoTranscribe 
Folder Agent to 
quickly convert 
recorded audio 
files into text files. 



you can expect accurate 
recognition. To train Realize 
Voice, you'll need to read 
passages aloud. The accu- 
racy in Realize Voice in- 
creases as you complete 
additional training. 
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You can create voice macros in 
Realize Voice that let you capture key- 
board and mouse input and play it 
back using voice commands. Realize 
Voice also lets you browse the Internet 
and control many applications on your 
computer using voice commands. 

When using the dictation mode of 
Realize Voice, it will translate every- 
thing you say into text. You can then 
paste this text into any application 
you want, although Realize Voice 
won't input this text directly into the 
application you're using. When using 
the command mode, the main screen 
of Realize Voice will display a list of 
all available commands. 

TalkltTypelt2Ultra 

TalkltTypelt 2 Ultra ($59.95; www 
.xpressionsmedia.com) requires an 
Intel Pentium III 500MHz proces- 
sor (or equivalent AMD processor), 
128MB of RAM, 400MB of free hard 
drive space, Windows 98/Me/NT 4.0 
SP6/2000/XP, and a Creative Labs 
Sound Blaster 16 or equivalent sound 
card. A Cyber Acoustics USB stereo 
headset with microphone came with 
our copy of TalkltTypelt 2 Ultra. 

TalkltTypelt 2 Ultra uses the 
Microsoft 6.1 Speech Recognition 
Engine to translate the words you say 
into text. TalkltTypelt 2 Ultra adds 
functionality to this engine by giving 
you the ability to dictate directly into 
any Windows application, includ- 
ing word processing, spreadsheet, 
page layout, and other applications. 
TalkltTypelt 2 is compatible with 
Microsoft Word, Excel, Outlook, AOL 
Instant Messenger, OpenOffice, and 
many other programs. TalkltTypelt 2 
Ultra also has a command mode that 
gives you direct voice access to any 
clickable object on your screen. 

TalkltTypelt 2 claims a built-in vo- 
cabulary of 60,000 words and has the 
ability to add new words, including 
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— J great Kansas prairies, with Uncle 
Henry, who was a farmer, and Aunt Em, who was the farmer's 



Skip Word Pause 
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While training Realize Voice 4.1, you'll read a 
number of phrases aloud. 



names and technical terms, to suit your 
needs. In addition, you can import and 
export user-created voice profiles to 
eliminate long training times when 
switching between computers. 

The Ultra version of TalkltTypelt 2 
lets you create macro commands to 
automate frequent keystroke actions, 
text, mouse actions, and combina- 
tions of the above. You can create 
global or application-specific macros. 
TalkltTypelt 2 also has a Transcriber 
feature that lets you convert your 
recorded speech into text. You can 
use it with any digital voice recorder 
that lets you save audio as a WAV file. 

Accuracy Counts 

In our tests, Dragon Naturally- 
Speaking 9 Professional gave us the 
best accuracy straight out of the box. 
In fact, Nuance claims up to 99% ac- 
curacy with all versions of Dragon 
NaturallySpeaking 9. With training, 
TalkltTypelt 2 and Realize Voice 4.1 
gave us acceptable results, as well. 
After using Dragon NaturallySpeaking 
9 for a few days, we would give the 
program an accuracy rating of 95% to 
99%. Accuracy results in TalkltTypelt 
2 and Realize Voice 4.1 were not quite 
as high, maybe around 80% to 90%. 
With all three programs, accuracy may 
have improved if we completed addi- 
tional training. Because most speech 



recognition software learns from mis- 
takes and improves as you correct it, 
you're likely to see greater accuracy 
with continued use. 

Keep in mind that the quality of 
microphone or headset you use can 
greatly affect the accuracy of speech 
recognition. Background noise and 
other factors can also degrade the ac- 
curacy of speech recognition. We con- 
ducted the majority of our tests with 
little to no background noise using the 
headsets provided with the Dragon 
NaturallySpeaking and TalkltTypelt 2. 

Start Your Voice Engine 

To compare your typing speed to 
the speed of using a speech recognition 
program, take the Dragon Naturally- 
Speaking 9 typing challenge at nuance 
.com/talk. You may be pleasantly 
surprised to learn how much you can 
increase your "typing" speed using 
speech recognition. 

When buying a speech recognition 
program, it's especially important to 
consider the system requirements of 
the program and compatibility with 
programs you use on a regular basis 
such as Word or Excel. Also, keep in 
mind that a quality headset micro- 
phone will give you the best results. 
Many programs come with a compat- 
ible headset. 

All three programs we tested gave 
us respectable results and were rela- 
tively easy to use. Of the three speech 
recognition programs we reviewed in 
this article, our top pick is Dragon 
NaturallySpeaking 9 because of its 
ease of use, minimal training re- 
quirements, overall accuracy, and 
easy-to-use user interface. We also 
like Dragon's ability to switch be- 
tween command mode and dictation 
mode without having to use the key- 
board or mouse. II 

by Jennifer Johnson 



The TalkltTypelt 2 Dictation/Spelling taskbar gives you quick access to many of the commands in TalkltTypelt 2. 
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Many of our readers 
come across fast, easy 
ways to solve a 
problem or accom- 
plish a task. Well, we'd 
like to hear about it! If 
you have a great tip 
you'd like to share, 
email us at 
readerstips@smart 
computing.com. If we 
print your tip, we'll 
send you a free Smart 
Computing! ~s\\\xt. 
You'll be the envy of all 
(well, some) of your 
friends. 

Please include your 
first name, last name, 
and address, so that we 
can give you credit if 
we print your tip. (And 
so that we can send 
your T-shirt to you, of 
course.) Please limit 
your tip to 200 words 
or fewer. Not all tips 
received will be 
printed, and tips may 
be edited for length 
and clarity. 




Helpful Advice & Solutions 
From Our Readers 



Inexpensive PDF Conversion 

An easy way to generate PDF files is via 
OpenOffice or StarOffice. OpenOffice is free and 
StarOffice costs less than PDF Converter 4, plus it 
does a great many other things. PDF is just one of 
the many output formats available in OpenOffice 
and StarOffice. 

Carter H., Tucson, Ariz. 

Quick Access To Web Sites 

To access a favorite Web site quickly, click and 
drag the icon alongside the URL in your browser's 
Address Bar to your Desktop. You can then right- 
click the new Desktop icon and rename it. This is 
particularly useful for keeping track of individual 
auction items, where the address can be very long. 

Susan S., Alexandria, Va. 

A void Adhesive Labels In Automobile Players 

I would like to add to your informative article, 
"Label Your Discs," (December, pg. 32) that adhe- 
sive labels of any kind should not be used on 
discs played in an automobile disc player. I work 
in the service department of a new car dealer, 
and the number one cause of automotive CD 
player problems comes from user-created 
discs with adhesive labels. Automotive 
CD players run hot, and the 
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label simply separates from the disc and locks up 
the CD player. 

Craig L, Sacramento, Calif. 

Stop Word From "Helping"You 

Deselecting the Always Suggest Corrections 
checkbox in Spelling & Grammar may remedy the 
problem, as you've suggested (December, pg. 74), 
but you might also need to go to Tools, Auto 
Correct Options, and AutoCorrect, and then des- 
elect Automatically Use Suggestions From The 
Spelling Checker, as well. 

Rhonda T., Crownsville, Md. 

Avoid CRT Distortion 

If you have a set of desktop speakers with a (pow- 
ered) subwoofer and a CRT monitor, you may 
need to keep the subwoofer and monitor at least 
2 feet apart to keep the speaker from distorting 
(or possibly even damaging) your monitor. 

Wayne W., Lavonia, Ga. 

Safely Remove Hardware 

When the USB ports on my Toshiba laptop 
stopped recognizing anything except a mouse con- 
nection, neither Toshiba nor any online chat group 
could provide a workable solution. Sometimes the 
second call to a computer support line gets the an- 
swer because you are talking to a different tech. My 
second call to Toshiba resulted in a simple fix in 10 
minutes! The answer was that I — like many 
others out there — never paid any attention to 
the Safely Remove Hardware icon. Not using it 
when you take out those thumb drives and other 
portable devices can cause your computer to not 
recognize USB devices later. The solution was to in- 
stall the latest update of the ACPI Flash BIOS for my 
Toshiba Satellite laptop and (of course) in the fu- 
ture always safely remove hardware! 

Peter H., Moscow, Idaho 
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Possible 



Protect Your Home With A PC-Based Security System 



Whether you grew up watch- 
ing James Bond, Maxwell 
Smart, or Tom Cruise as 
Ethan Hunt in "Mission: Impossible," 
electronic gadgets have an almost irre- 
sistible appeal. For the geek at heart, 
monitoring your home with a net- 
worked security camera sounds like 
digital nirvana. Unfortunately, setting 
up your own system isn't as foolproof 
as Hollywood would have 
you believe. In this article, 
we'll bring into focus 
the critical elements 
of setting up a PC- 
based security system, 
as well as point out 
the obstacles that lie 
in your path. We'll 
also set up two dif- 
ferent systems to help 
you choose the best 
type for your needs. 

Our Objective 

Security camera systems have been 
around for decades, but their integra- 
tion with the Internet is where they 
become much more useful for con- 
sumers. Although many of the tradi- 
tional vendors have tried to make the 
move to Internet-enabled systems, 
there's often a gap between what's 
truly consumer-friendly and what's 
meant for professionals. Our goal is 
to find an affordable camera system 
that is accessible from the Internet 
and easy to set up and configure. An 
additional bonus to our setup would 
be a system that can operate in low- 
light conditions, can alert us when a 
motion detection alarm triggers, and 



that has the network security we've 
come to expect in our Internet- 
enabled devices. It's a big wish list, 
but if vendor promises are true, we 
shouldn't have any problem meeting 
most of our objectives. 




Internet Connectivity 

To access your camera system 
you'll need a broadband Internet con- 
nection. If you currently use a dial-up 
connection, you'll want to upgrade 
before you try to set up a video sur- 
veillance system. Dial-up connections 
lack the speed to transfer video signal 
across the Internet. You'll want a fast 
Internet connection, and if possible, a 
dedicated IP (Internet Protocol) ad- 
dress, as well. If your ISP (Internet 
service provider) won't provide a 
dedicated IP address, you'll still be 
able to view your video online, but 
you'll need to go through additional 



steps and will incur additional ex- 
penses. Most importantly, you'll need 
an always -on connection so that your 
camera system can stream video to 
the Internet at any time. 

How Camera Systems Work 

There are typically two main tech- 
niques currently marketed for home 
video camera systems. The first system 
records your video on a computer in 
your house, and you connect to this 
computer via a Web browser over the 
Internet. The second type of system 
streams your video to a server operated 
by the camera vendor. To view your 
video using this system, you'll 
need to connect to the camera 
vendor's video server. Despite 
these two methods, both systems 
have more in common than they 
have differences. 

Connect The Cameras 

To be useful as a security 
system, cameras need two 
things. The first is electrical 
power so the camera can func- 
tion. The second is a network 
connection so the camera can 
send the video signal to you. 
There are four ways vendors ap- 
proach these two requirements. 
Traditional cable. Camera sys- 
tems that have their origins in 
store video surveillance draw their 
power from 110V AC connections 
(using a DC converter) and then send 
their video signal over a dedicated video 
cable with either RCA- or BNC-style 
connectors. These systems usually have 
the highest quality video because the ca- 
bles can carry a strong, shielded signal. 

These cameras are analog video 
cameras, and their signals need to be 
converted to digital format before 
they can be viewed via the Internet. 
This conversion is usually accom- 
plished through either an external 
converter box that can manage mul- 
tiple cameras or through a converter 
card installed in your computer. 
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The upside to using a traditional 
system is that the hardware is usually 
very robust and performs well. The 
vendors have had many years to per- 
fect these systems, and image quality 
and reliability are the systems' strong 
points. The downside is cost and in- 
stallation hassle. The video cables 
used by these systems are fairly intru- 
sive to install, and the overall cost of 
these systems can be quite high. 
Adding extra cameras at a later date 
involves running more video cable to 
the new camera locations, and this 
can be both expensive and unsightly. 

Power over Ethernet. PoE allows 
you to send electricity to devices 
over standard Ethernet connections. 
This has a twofold effect: It elimi- 
nates the need for an electrical outlet 
near your camera location, and it 
also uses a smaller cable that is easier 
to install. 

PoE cameras are pure digital devices. 
Instead of sending an analog signal 
back to a video converter, the digitiza- 
tion process is done entirely within the 
camera. Each camera in the system acts 
as a small computer with its own IP ad- 
dress, communicating over a high- 
speed Ethernet cable. 

The major downside to PoE sys- 
tems is cost. In addition to purchasing 
cameras, you'll need a network that 
has either a PoE hub or switch. The 
PoE hub or switch is designed to 
transmit both data and power over 
your network to the cameras. PoE 
network equipment is rare in con- 
sumers' homes, and this lack of popu- 
larity is reflected in the cost of these 
devices. 

HomePlug systems. A 
cousin of PoE is Home- 
Plug networking. Home- 
Plug systems are the 
reverse of PoE; instead 



D-Link's DCS-6620G 
($999.99; www.dlink.com) 
wireless camera can pan and 
tilt to monitor a wide area. 
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Video cameras with weatherproof enclosures are a must if 
you want to monitor your entire property. 




of sending power over an Ether- 
net cable, HomePlug systems send 
data through existing AC power 
outlets in your home. As with 
PoE, the goal is to elim- 
inate any unneces- 
sary cables. 

Each device you 
connect to a Home- 
Plug network requires an 
adapter that connects to your 
camera through a USB plug or Ether- 
net jack. Each adapter then plugs 
into an available electrical outlet, 
and data is transmitted back and forth 
as needed. 

Wireless. The latest technology 
uses 802.11 wireless radio signals to 
create a LAN (local-area network). If 
you've already set up a wireless net- 
work for your notebook or game con- 
sole, wireless cameras will integrate 
seamlessly. If you don't have a pre- 
existing wireless network, you'll need 
to purchase either a wireless router or 
wireless NIC (network interface card) 
for your computer. 

Viewing Your Video 

As if the choices for camera systems 
weren't daunting enough, actually 
viewing your video across the Internet 
is an entirely different challenge. If 
you're content watching your video 
from within your house, you'll be 
happy with almost any of the systems 
we've outlined above. But if you want 
the freedom to watch your 
video from anywhere 
in the world, the 
devil is in the details. 
You'll need to decide 
whether to host your 
own video server or 
choose to use a ven- 
dor's server. 
Self-hosted video. 
Self-hosting your video 
is the most difficult 




strategy to 
pursue in config- 
uring your security 
camera system. In this sce- 
nario, you install cameras that send 
video signals to a computer in your 
home, and this computer in turn pro- 
vides the video to the Internet. Viewing 
your video from outside the home is 
done through a browser that connects 
to your server. To host your own video 
server, you need a publicly accessible 
computer to serve as a video server, a 
high-speed Internet connection, and 
most importantly, a dedicated IP ad- 
dress. In addition to these require- 
ments, you'll also want to use either a 
software firewall or a hardware firewall 
to protect your video server from the 
miscreants that inhabit the Internet. 

The reason you'll need a dedicated IP 
address is convenience. When you con- 
nect to your ISP, the ISP gives you a 
public IP address from a pool of ad- 
dresses the ISP controls. This IP address 
is unique across the entire Internet, and 
it is how your computer is identified. 
However, unless you're provided with a 
dedicated IP address, your IP address 
can change whenever your ISP decides. 

Because the goal is to connect to 
your video server from the Internet, 
having a randomly changing IP ad- 
dress is extremely inconvenient; when 
it changes (and you won't know when 
that is), you'll suddenly not know 
which IP address to connect to. There 
are ways to work around the lack of a 
dedicated IP address, but in our expe- 
rience it's just not worth the bother. 

Vendor-hosted video. Many people 
are rightfully concerned about granting 
public access to their computers. And 
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obtaining a dedicated IP address 

may not be feasible for some 

users. One of the alternatives 

to self-hosting your video is 

having a vendor do all 

the dirty work. In 
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cameras that send a video signal to 
your PC, and your PC sends it on to a 
server hosted and managed by your 
camera's vendor. Viewing your video 
from outside the home is done through 
a browser that connects to the vendor's 
server, rather than to yours. 

Vendor hosting eliminates the need 
for a dedicated IP address and also 
eliminates a majority of the security 
issues involved with hosting your own 
video server. The downside is that 
you're relying on a third party, and if 
the vendor goes out of business or de- 
cides to charge you for the video 
hosting, you're locked into its system. 

Lights, Camera, Action 

With a thorough understanding of 
all the possibilities and considerations 
in choosing and setting up a PC- 
based security system, we decided to 
put two systems to the test. The first 
is the PC Security Guardian from 
Swann (www.swann.com.au), and the 
second is the LukWerks system from 
WiLife (www.wilife.com). 

Swann. The PC Security Guardian is 
a small PCI card that plugs into your 
computer's motherboard and provides 
four BNC connections for cameras. 
Installing the card and its software was 
quick and painless. We paired the PC 



Security Guardian with a Swann 
BullDog CCD Camera that can be used 
either indoors or outdoors and pro- 
vides night vision up to 33 feet away. 
The BullDog cam connects via a dedi- 
cated video cable. If you live in cold cli- 
mates, you'll want to keep the BullDog 
indoors, as it doesn't like temperatures 
below 32 degrees Fahrenheit. 

Once we installed the hardware, we 
had to configure the software with 
our particular network settings. The 



Actiontec's ($199.99; www.actiontec.com) 
Wireless Network Camera uses 802.1 1g 
networking to send digital video to your 
computer at up to 54Mbps. 



PC Security Guardian comes with a 
confusing, poorly written 100-page 
manual that didn't help us very much 
in setting up the system. After several 
hours, we were eventually able to con- 
figure the system to work, but we sus- 
pect it would be far too intimidating 
for most users. Once we were able to 
actually view video, the quality was 
quite good. The PC Security Guardian 
and BullDog cam retail for $99.99 and 
$139.99, respectively. 

LukWerks. In contrast to the 
headaches we incurred with the 
Swann system, WiLife's LukWerks is 
designed with the novice user in 
mind. The LukWerks system uses 
HomePlug networking, and WiLife 
hosts your video on its servers. 

Setting up the LukWerks system 
couldn't have been much easier. The 
camera connects via USB cable into a 
small HomePlug adapter that in turn 
plugs into an electrical outlet. We then 
plugged our PC into a HomePlug 
adapter and configured the soft- 
ware bundle. LukWerks claims 
that the average consumer will be 
able to have the surveillance 



system up and running in 15 minutes, 
and we weren't far off. 

WiLife provides its hosting service 
free, and you can access your video 
through Internet Explorer or through 
a Windows Media-enabled PDA 
(personal digital assistant). You can 
use up to six cameras in each system, 
but you'll need a decently powered 
computer to handle that many cam- 
eras (the system requirements for up 
to six cameras are listed at the com- 
pany's Web site). LukWerks systems 
start at $299 for single camera sys- 
tems, and additional cameras cost be- 
tween $229 and $249. 

The Verdict 

For most users, WiLife's LukWerks 
is a clear winner. WiLife has devel- 
oped a system that is simple to under- 
stand, install, and use. Although the 
image quality wasn't as good as pro- 
vided by the Swann system, it likely 
would be adequate for most users. 
LukWerks includes motion detection, 
email and cell phone alerts, and both 
indoor and outdoor systems. If you're 
looking for a great out-of-the-box ex- 
perience, LukWerks is hard to pass 
up. All you need to do to finish the 
project is download the "Mission: 
Impossible" ringtone to your cell 
phone and assign it to your text 
message alerts. II 



The LukWerks Indoor Starter Kit retails for 
$299 and includes one camera that uses 
HomePlug networking. 
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How To Install A 
Video Card 



There are few computer up- 
grades that will improve pro- 
ductivity more than switching 
to a larger monitor will, but putting a 
sleek new LCD on your desk comes 
with a hidden price. All of that 
screen real estate means that a 
very large number of pixels 
(picture elements) are required 
to fill the entire display, and 
keeping them all fed with a 
constant stream of video data 
puts a huge amount of stress 
on the PC's video card. 

Video cards are largely over- 
looked by consumers when it 
comes time to upgrade, which 
is unfortunate because a video 
card that performs poorly repre- 
sents a tremendous bottleneck in the 
performance of today's computers. 
Worse still are inexpensive com- 
puters with integrated graphics (as 
opposed to discrete video cards that 
are installed in an expansion slot) that 
steal memory from the rest of the 
system, robbing resources from Win- 
dows and other applications. In the 
past, only gamers and professionals 
who routinely worked with 3D graph- 
ics needed to worry about installing 
a fire-breathing video card, but now 
even operating systems such as Mi- 
crosoft's upcoming Vista require a 
good video card to look their best and 
perform smoothly. 

The good news is that video cards 
are now available that accommodate 
nearly any budget while offering great 
performance, especially if you don't 
need superb 3D output. The installa- 
tion guidelines provided in this article 
are for Windows XP, although most of 
these steps also work with other ver- 
sions of Windows. 




Select The Right Hardware 

A video card must be installed in an 
expansion slot on the PC's mother- 
board, so the first order of business is 
determining what interface (called a 
video bus) your computer supports. 
Very old computers may have only 
IDE (Integrated Drive Electronics) or 
PCI (Peripheral Component Inter- 
connect) slots, but most computers 
sold in the past few years should have 
a PCI Express (also called PCI-E or 
PCIe, which is not the same thing as 
PCI) or AGP (Accelerated Graphics 
Port) slot that is dedicated solely to 
the video card. There are different ver- 
sions of these dedicated interfaces as 
well, such as AGP 2X, AGP 4X, AGP 
8X, PCI Express xl, and PCI Express 
xl6, so you'll want to get a card that 



matches the fastest interface speed the 
computer supports. 

The newest PCs may have two or 
more slots designed to hold two iden- 
tical video cards that are linked to- 
gether in what is called an SLI (Scalable 
Link Interface) configuration. This ex- 
pensive and power-hungry option is 
overkill for most home users and 
should only be considered by hardcore 
gamers or professionals that use de- 
manding 3D applications. 

All video cards draw power from the 
power supply, and the latest models 
need a lot of it. If your computer 
has, for example, a single hard drive, 
a single optical drive (a CD-ROM 
or DVD-ROM drive), and a rela- 
tively efficient CPU such as an Intel 
Core 2 Duo or Pentium M, then 
you likely don't need to worry about 
sufficient power for the video card. If, 
however, your computer has multiple 
hard drives, multiple optical drives, and 
a power-hungry CPU such as the Intel 
Pentium 3 or Pentium 4, you may need 
to avoid cutting-edge video cards. This 
is especially true if the computer has a 
relatively weak power supply with a 
rating of 300 watts or lower. The best 
way to tell if a video card requires a lot 
of power is to determine whether it has 
a power adapter installed that connects 
to one or more of the white 4-pin Molex 
power adapters inside the PC's case. If it 
does, you may need to upgrade your 
power supply to accommodate the in- 
creased demand for electricity. 

Make sure the video card has video 
outputs that match the inputs your 
monitor uses. Some modern video cards 
only have DVI (Digital Visual Interface) 
output ports, and if your monitor uses 
VGA (Video Graphics Array), you'll need 
an adapter or a different card. 
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Video cards aren't required to con- 
form to a specific size, and some may 
be too long or too tall to fit inside the 
computer's case. Measure the space 
surrounding the video card slot and 
pay close attention to the dimensions 
listed on the specification sheet for 
any video card you consider. 

If you plan to upgrade to Windows 
Vista at some point, be sure to get a 
card that meets the Vista Premium 
Ready requirements. This means 
the video card must have at least 
128MB of memory (more is 
better), support DirectX 9, and 
support Pixel Shader 2.0 tech- 
nology. All of these specifica- 
tions should be clearly listed on 
the video card's packaging. 

Download Drivers 

Drivers are the software that 
hardware devices use to com- 
municate with Windows, and 
using the latest drivers for your 
video card can boost perfor- 
mance, increase compatibility, 
and fix bugs. Video drivers are 
upgraded often, and it is very likely 
that the installation CD that came with 
your new video card was already out of 
date by the time the hardware hit the 
retail shelves. Once you've purchased a 
video card, visit the manufacturer's 
Web site and download any new dri- 
vers for it immediately so they are 
ready to go when the card is installed. 

Remove Old Drivers 

Although it sometimes is possible to 
simply remove the old video card and 
pop the new one in without encoun- 
tering any problems, the best method is 
to completely uninstall the drivers for 
the old card before installing the new 
one. Installing new drivers over old 
ones sometimes leaves remnants or 
outdated files that interfere with the 
operation of the new video card. You 
can use the instructions that came with 
your computer (or with the old video 
card) to uninstall the drivers, but we 



recommend using a program called 
Driver Cleaner.net ($9.99; www.driver 
cleaner.net) to eradicate the old files. 

To use the software, install it ac- 
cording to the instructions provid- 
ed after purchasing it, double-click 
the Driver Cleaner. Net icon on the 
Desktop, click OK, and use the Clean- 
ing Selection drop-down menu to 
select the type of video card current- 
ly installed. If you don't have this 




If your motherboard has a dedicated video card slot (such as 
green AGP [Accelerated Graphics Port] slot), be sure to buy a 
card that can take full advantage of the interface. 



this 
video 



information handy, check the docu- 
mentation that came with your com- 
puter or right-click an empty area of 
the Desktop, click Properties, select 
the Settings tab, and click Advanced. 
Select the Adapter tab and the type of 
card should be listed under Adapter 
Type. If you are still unsure what type 
of card you have, then we recommend 
you do not use Driver Cleaner. 

After selecting the video card type, 
click Start, let the program remove all of 
the files, and shut down the computer 
(don't reboot) when it is finished. 

Remove The Old Card 

After the drivers are uninstalled, 
shut down the computer and dis- 
charge any static electricity that may 
be built up in your body by touching a 
grounded piece of metal. Unplug the 
computer, unplug any cables attached 
to the video card, open the case, and 
remove the existing video card. If your 



computer uses integrated graphics and 
doesn't have a discrete card, then skip 
to the next step, as we'll discuss ways 
to deal with that later. 

Don't just yank the existing card 
out of the socket — look for any clips 
or other restraining devices that are 
designed to hold the card securely in 
place and unlock or remove them 
carefully. Depending on the design of 
the computer's case you may need a 
small Philips screwdriver to re- 
move a retaining screw, or the 
case may have a locking mecha- 
nism that must be unlocked 
and opened to release the card. 
Once the card is free from any 
restraints, pull it straight out 
using only the edges of the 
card if possible, touching only 
the silicon portions. Try not to 
rock the card back and forth 
when removing it, never apply 
any pressure perpendicular to 
the video card slot, and take 
special care to avoid touching 
the metal contacts that were in- 
side the video card slot, as oil 
from your fingers may cause 
damage. Store the old card in the anti- 
static bag that came with your new 
card if you want to keep it. 

If there was no video card installed 
in the computer, the opening in the 
case where the video card outputs go 
may be covered by a metal plate. Be 
sure to remove this plate before you 
move on to the next step. If you can't 
determine which plate to remove, re- 
move them all and then replace some 
of them after the video card is installed. 

Install The New Card 

Touch a grounded piece of metal 
again and then install the new video 
card in the appropriate slot. Make sure 
all restraining clips are still completely 
opened, align the card with the slot, and 
press straight down with your thumbs 
using steady pressure on the silicon 
portion of the top of the card. Don't 
rock the card into place, don't put any 
pressure on the card perpendicular to 
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the slot, and don't press down too hard 
or you risk damaging the card, the slot, 
and possibly even the motherboard. 
The card is properly seated once you 
feel strong resistance and all of the 
metal contacts on the bottom of the 
card protrude evenly from the slot (or 
are completely covered by the sides of 
the slot). If some of the contacts pro- 
trude from the slot more than others, 
the card is misaligned, so pull it straight 
out by the silicon edges and try again 
from the beginning. 

Make sure any restraining devices 
are locked completely, screw any re- 
taining screws into place, and replace 
any metal plates you removed during 
the previous step. Close the comput- 
er's case, attach the interface cable to 
the back of the card so it is connected 
to the monitor, and plug the power 
cord into the back of the computer. 

Disable Integrated Graphics 
& Check Video Adapter 

Many computers that use integrated 
video are designed to switch off video 
hardware when a dedicated video card 
is installed. It never hurts to check, 
however, so you need to access the 
computer's BIOS (Basic Input/Output 
System) as it boots. This procedure 
varies but generally involves pressing a 
function key (usually F2) as the system 
boots. The BIOS interface also varies 
dramatically between different com- 
puters and often uses only keyboard 
controls; so when in doubt, press the 
ESC key and back out without saving 
any changes. You'll need to refer to the 
documentation that came with your 
computer to figure out what BIOS set- 
ting disables the integrated video. 

Refer to the video card's users manual 
to see if there are any suggestions for 
changing BIOS settings such as the AGP 
Aperture (if you purchased an AGP 
video card) and make those adjustments 
before pressing the ESC key, saving the 
changes you made, and exiting the BIOS 
menu. The computer should reboot au- 
tomatically after this, but if not, you'll 
need to reboot it manually. 



Install The New Drivers 

When WinXP reboots, it should au- 
tomatically detect the new card, but 
you need to install the drivers you 
downloaded previously to unlock the 
full potential of the card. This usually 
requires simply double-clicking the 
icon for the file you downloaded, fol- 
lowing the prompts, and rebooting the 
computer — but check the manufac- 
turer's Web site or driver release notes 
to see if additional steps are necessary. 



After the drivers have been in- 
stalled and Windows reboots, right- 
click an empty area of the Desk- 
top, click Properties, and select the 
Settings tab. Now, use the Screen 
Resolution slider to increase the 
resolution of the Desktop to match 
your preferences. Make sure the 
Color Quality is set at Highest (32 
bit), click Apply, and enjoy your new 
video card. II 

by Tracy Baker 



Six Picks: Top Video Cards For All Budgets 

If you want a card that can do it all — blazing-fast 2D Windows performance, 3D 
gaming, good video-editing abilities, and high-quality video playback — the fol- 
lowing models are the best of the bunch in their respective price categories. 
(Prices listed are the manufacturer's suggested retail price, but street prices are 
often much lower.) 



High-End 



XFX GeForce 8800 GTX 

$649.99; www.xfxforce.com 

You won't find a more future-proof 
card than this gamer's dream, which 
has 768MB of memory and supports 
the upcoming DirectX 10 specification 
and nearly every other feature under 
the sun (albeit at a steep price). 
Although this card takes up two slots 
inside the case, it only needs to be 
plugged into one of them. 

Sapphire Radeon X1950 XTX 

$409.99; www.sapphiretech.com 

If you prefer ATI to Nvidia, this is the 
company's best card. It supports the 
latest Shader Model 3.0 specification 
for terrific gaming graphics and has 
HDCP (high-bandwidth digital content 
protection) support for high-definition 
video viewing. 



Sapphire X1 950 PRO 

$199; www.sapphiretech.com 

This is a slightly downgraded version 
of the X1950 XTX; it shares a lot of the 
same core technology but comes at a 
much lower price. 

Budget 

Sapphire Radeon X800 GTO 

$134.99; www.sapphiretech.com 

This card is a little bit more expen- 
sive than the PCI Express versions of 
the Radeon X800, but it's a terrific per- 
former for the money if you need an 
AGP (Accelerated Graphics Port) card. 




Midrange 



BFG Tech GeForce 7600 GT OC 

$249; www.bfgtech.com 

This is a terrific gaming card at a 
reasonable price. This BFG model 
comes overclocked out of the box, 
meaning it runs faster than the stock 
reference card. 



Sapphire 
Radeon X800 GTO 



eVGA GeForce 6600 GT 

$199.99; www.evga.com 

You can often find this card for less 
than $100, which is a steal, considering 
it has 256MB of video memory and is a 
good all-around performer. 
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Greetings and salutations. I'm 
sure that by now you've all 
had the opportunity to bask 
in the warm glow that is Ubuntu 
Linux. You're probably so happy with 
Linux that you've not only put up- 
grading to Vista on indefinite hold 
but also wiped all traces of Windows 
from your computer. OK, probably 
not, but I think anyone who's spent a 
little time tinkering with Ubuntu will 
admit that Linux isn't the geeky kid 
who brings worms for show-and-tell. 

Still, I can understand lingering 
Linuxophobia. You might not have a 
problem with the operating system it- 
self, but what about software? Al- 
though it could be easy moving from 
Windows XP to Ubuntu, Office won't 
be coming along. And let's face it — 
Office is a pretty handy package. 

But it doesn't have to be this way, 
friends. There's another way, and it's 
called OpenOffice.org 2.0 (www.open 
office.org). An open-source alterna- 
tive to Microsoft Office, OpenOffice 
.org includes programs that are 
strikingly similar to Word and its 
brethren. And if OpenOffice.org isn't 
your cup of tea, open-source al- 
ternatives such as AbiWord (www 
.abisource.com), a word processor, 



and Gnumeric (www.gnome.org/pro 
jects/gnumeric), a spreadsheet, might 
be a tastier brew for you. 

I don't have a 12-step program to 
conquer your Office addiction, but 
here are five reasons you can still get 
your fix with open-source software. 

1$400. That's the retail price for the 
full version of Office 2003 Standard 
Edition. This fairly shocking sum can 
be more than the computer you buy to 
run Office 2003. OpenOffice. org's 
price? You guessed it — free. I know 
you've been eyeing that new driver. 
Head to the pro shop, take it to the 
cashier, and cry out, "Long live the 
open-source revolution!" 

2 What compatibility issues? I'm 
using OpenOffice.org Writer, but 
what about my editor, who uses Word? 
Will she open this document (which I 
happen to be writing in OpenOffice 
.org) and see nothing but brackets and 
question marks in place of my text? 

Converting an OpenOffice.org file 
(ODT) to a DOC file for Word is as 
easy as finding the Save As command. 
Click File, Save As, and File Type to 
expand your format options. Choose 
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Only a few quick clicks stand between you 
and documents that are compatible with 
Microsoft Word. 



Microsoft Word 97/2000/XP and click 
Save. This might launch a dialog box 
warning you that not all formatting 
and content will remain the same. As 
long as you don't throw it too many 
curveballs, Word will have no trouble 
opening a DOC file created with 
OpenOffice.org. 

3 Outlook is overrated. This applies 
to Outlook Express users, too. 
Although Outlook Express is great for 
managing email, Evolution (www 
.gnome.org/projects/evolution) works 
just as well. I configured my Gmail ac- 
count in Evolution. To be honest, doing 
so took a little work, but it shouldn't be 
too difficult if you've done it in Out- 
look. I also enjoy Mozilla Thunderbird 
(www.mozilla.com/thunderbird) . 

4 Keyboard shortcuts. This might 
not seem like a big deal, but you'd 
be surprised how much more produc- 
tive you can be after learning a few 
keyboard shortcuts. As someone who 
prefers to remain grounded to a key- 
board as much as possible, I can't tell 
you how beneficial it is to open 
OpenOffice.org Writer and have most 
of the same shortcuts as Word does. 

5 Workspaces save the world. This 
isn't an OpenOffice.org feature per 
se, but I guarantee those of you with 
small monitors will welcome Ubuntu's 
workspaces with open arms. Think of 
each workspace as a Windows Desk- 
top: Each has room for windows. 
Ubuntu's four workspaces essentially 
give you four times the room as the 
Windows Desktop. Right- click a pro- 
gram in the taskbar, point to Move To 
Another Workspace, and click the de- 
sired workspace. To switch, click the 
corresponding square in the lower- 
right corner of the Desktop. 

Explore OpenOffice.org and its 
brethren for yourself. And stop by next 
month to see how I tried, failed several 
times, but succeeded at configuring 
Evolution to use my Gmail account. II 

BY VlNCE COGLEY 
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If you watch television, you've 
probably seen the commercials 
for Sirius or XM Radio, satellite- 
based radio broadcasting services that 
bring you a wider selection than your 
local channels offer. If you follow 
technology development, you've also 
probably heard of services that stream 
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(or allow you to download) online 
radio feeds and music to your PC, 
your MP3 player, and other devices. 

While both of these offerings are 
pretty cool, they're not free. For 
those hesitant to part with their dol- 
lars, there is an alternative. The uni- 
verse of free Internet radio stations 
is exploding, and you 
can listen to them 
from any Internet- 
enabled device that 
plays sound. Some re- 
quire a music play- 
er such as Winamp 
(www.winamp.com; 
the basic version is 



s 



Daily Live365 Recommendations 



Live365 lets you search by 
favorite artists to find radio 
stations that play them. 
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Many of SHOUTcast's music providers are 
major commercial stations with regular 
programmed feeds and perks for listeners. 



free), but others require nothing 
more than a browser. 

How It Works 

Like traditional radio feeds, online 
radio stations involve someone 
playing music remotely and sending 
it out to users who pick it up and play 
it on their systems. However, in the 
case of Internet radio, the "broad- 
cast" runs over a high-speed connec- 
tion to a server that converts the 
audio to a digital data format like 
MP3 and then streams the music to 
waiting listeners' PCs. 

Many commercial stations now 
offer Internet feeds, usually through 
Windows Media Player or RealPlayer. 
Additionally, specialized programs 
and services such as Mercora and 
Live365 now provide the technology 
to enable anyone with a digital music 
library and Internet access to create 
his own "radio station" and send con- 
tent out to others. 




Yahoo! LAUNCHcast lets you create a 
personalized station based on artists and 
genres you like. 
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When Your PC Won't Play Nice 

Free Internet radio is only great when you can hear it. Here are some sugges- 
tions to remedy common problems that can occur. 

If you don't hear any sound Play an audio file stored on your PC or run a pro- 
gram that makes noise. If the sound still doesn't work, make sure your speakers are 
connected, plugged in, and turned on. Check the volume levels in your streaming 
audio player if you are using one and then check the volume settings in Windows. 

In Windows XP, select Control Panel (Classic View) from the Start menu and 
double-click Sounds And Audio Devices. Under the Volume tab, the Mute box 
should not be checked and the volume slider should be at halfway or above. 

Under Speaker Settings, click Speaker Volume and check your levels. Click the 
Hardware tab and highlight each audio device, looking under Device Properties 
for the message This Device Is Working Properly. (If devices are not working prop- 
erly, you have a hardware problem, which is beyond the scope of this article.) 

If all is good, you make changes, and the issue persists, or you can play other 
audio, a firewall or pop-up blocker may be rejecting the streaming feed. If this is 
not the case, there may be a problem with the radio station feed. Try another 
radio station or see if the suggestions below resolve the problem. If nothing 
works and you cannot play other audio, contact the manufacturer of your sound 
card for updated drivers. 

Poor quality or stuttering playback. If you have a high-speed connection, you 
shouldn't run into trouble. Check to ensure the station is streaming at a high 
enough connection speed (64Kbps [kilobits per second] or better) for good quality. 

If you have a dial-up connection, you may have stuttering, skipping, or delay- 
related issues. The following suggestions may help. 

1. Check the connection speed settings of the station, if available, and keep them 
under 64Kbps (32Kbps is better). See if your service or audio player (if you are 
using one) has preferences or settings where you can lower playback quality. 

2. Do not download files, navigate to complex Web pages, or watch streaming 
video while you listen to streaming audio. 

3. Close open applications, especially processor-intensive applications such as 
video or photo editors. 

4. If you still have poor-quality playback, follow the instructions above to access 
Speaker Settings but click Advanced. Check your speaker profile, click the 
Performance tab, and reduce Hardware Acceleration or Sample Rate 
Conversion Quality (one at a time) in small increments until playback quality 
improves. If it does not, your computer may not be sufficiently powerful to play 
streaming audio (although this is rare with highly compressed audio feed). I 



You can search for radio stations 
directly, but most stations, both com- 
mercial and independent, are now in- 
dexed on portal sites, making it easy 
for users to find and listen to radio 
stations they like. (We'll focus on por- 
tals rather than individual stations.) 

Is It Legal? 

At this point, you may be won- 
dering if you can get into trouble by 
unwittingly listening to radio feed 



from some teenager in Dubuque, 
Iowa, playing songs he downloaded 
from the Internet. The answer is no, 
but whether your sessions will be un- 
easy listening depends on your per- 
sonal viewpoint. 

Whenever a radio station (broad- 
cast or online; commercial or inde- 
pendent; music acquired legally or 
illegally) plays copyright-restricted 
music for an audience, the artist and 
the publisher are entitled to a small 
royalty. However, U.S. copyright law 
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Web-Radio is a no-frills site, but its direct 
access toolbar is a certified hit. 



places the burden of royalty payments 
on the station, not the listener. 

With that said, if you are uncom- 
fortable facilitating a digital pirate, 
there are plenty of radio stations 
and/or portals that are compliant or 
play only copyright- free content from 
up-and-coming artists. 

Ready To Rock 

With an Internet radio portal, 
you'll have access to thousands of 
ready-made music sources, both 
commercial and independent, from 
around the world. Some play a partic- 
ular type of music, such as bluegrass 
or Latin, 24/7/365. Others are aligned 
with a particular player (for example, 
RealPlayer's radio portal is radio 
.real.com). 

Some portals offer search engines to 
help you find stations that play your 
favorite artists regularly, and many let 
you create favorites lists for easy access 
to stations you like. Most also let you 
purchase and download favorite songs, 
which you then own and can burn to 
CD or transfer to another device. 

Subscribers can peruse our top 
choices at www.smartcomputing 
.com/feb07/internetradio. If you find 
a station you really like, you can 
probably visit the station's site and 
play it directly (the exceptions are 
LAUNCHcast stations). Most portals 
provide links to their stations, where 
you may find bonus features such as 
user forums or contests. II 

by Jennifer Farwell 
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WEB TIPS 



Enhance Your Time Online 



A More Intelligent 
S!3rch_Fo^ 

Problem: Searching for 
health- related topics on 
the Internet often has me 
wading through blogs and 
other questionable results. 
Solution: A new kind of 
search engine, dedicated to 
health information, has ap- 
peared on the scene. Healia 
(www.healia.com) at- 
tempts to deliver better re- 
sults through the use of 
intelligent filters and its 
patent-pending Quality 
Index Score. For example, 
a simple search for sinus 
infection brought up the 
usable Google-like list of 
links. Additionally, on the 
left of the page, the search 
presented a number of 
check boxes to narrow the 
search: gender, age, race, as 
well as more advanced fil- 
ters such as HONcode and 
URAC-accredited sites. 
Instead of the common 
sponsor links at the top of 
the search results, Healia 
offered the choice to do a 
similar search (maxillary 
sinus), go more general 
(nose), or more specific 
(entire nasal sinus). 



^. r ._Byy[n_g_B3_sj9s 

Problem: I've driven the 
same car for many, many 
years. Now that I'm finally 
ready for a new car, I want 
to make sure I know what 
to expect when walking 
onto a dealer's lot. 
Solution: There are those of 
us who slip into new cars as 
frequently as some people 
get new shoes. And then 
there are those who get a 
dependable vehicle and 
drive it into the ground. If 
it's been a while since 
you've done the sales dance 
with a dealer, it wouldn't 
hurt to read through Tip 
Central's car-buying tips 
(carbuying.tipcentral.net) . 
The information here runs 
pretty basic, but it's a great 
place to start your search. 

Problem: Call me a worry- 
wart, but it would ease my 
mind if my family were 
prepared for a large emer- 
gency, however unlikely. 
Solution: The U.S. De- 
partment of Homeland 
Security encourages indi- 
viduals to be prepared for 
any number of natural 
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Homeland Security 
recommends three 
steps to prepare 
for an emergency. 



Healia.com's detailed filters help provide better health search results. 



and/or man-made disas- 
ters. It gets its word out 
through the Ready America 
Web site (www.ready.gov), 
which promotes three 
steps: prepare, plan, and 
stay informed. The simple 
and clear information on 
this site manages to go be- 
yond the standard advice of 
keeping a few days' worth 
of water and nonperishable 
food without pushing the 
extreme of end-of-the- 
world fanaticism. 

Career Values 
Assessment 

Problem: I want to change 
careers. How can I find a 
good match that will make 
me happy? 

Solution: My Plan (www 
.myplan.com) has a num- 
ber of features geared to- 
ward those in the beginning 
of their careers, specifically 
the college crowd. But any- 
one can browse through the 
site's career database, which 
includes a bunch of inter- 
esting stats such as average 
salaries and top industries 
per job title. My Plan also 
hosts a number of career 
assessment tests, most of 
which cost money to take. 
The exception is the Career 



Values Assessment test 
(www.myplan.com 
/assess/values.php), which 
is free with registration. 
Taking the approximately 
12 -minute test will give 
you My Plan's Career 
Match results. 

When You Can't Email, 
Try L-Mail 

Problem: I have a dear rel- 
ative who lives abroad. I 
would love to email her, 
but she doesn't have access 
to a computer. And I never 
can get around to typing 
out a letter and mailing it 
the old-fashioned way. 
Solution: How about this 
for an ingenious service? 
Write an email using an on- 
line Web form and the Web 
site prints the letter (up to 
three pages), stuffs it in an 
envelope, stamps it and 
mails it for you — all for a 
fairly reasonable fee (mostly 
under $1.50). The site's 
called L-Mail (www.l-mail 
.com), and it's perfect for 
emailing someone who's 
not online. Because L-Mail 
has 23 printing and posting 
locations throughout the 
world, your L-Mail will 
likely get to your recipient 
fairly quickly. II 
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Digital Greetings 



Blue Mountain 

www.bluemountain.com 

If you're trying out ecards for the 
first time, you'll like Blue Mountain's 
clean, easy-to-use layout. The unclut- 
tered main page displays only 10 
standard ecard categories (such as 
Anniversary, Congratulations, and 
Holidays). It devotes the rest of its 
space to current ecard- giving info, in- 
cluding an Upcoming Holidays sec- 
tion and a list of popular cards. The 
site offers some free ecards and a host 
of free screen savers and wallpapers, 
but you'll need to subscribe to enjoy 
the site's best ecard offerings. You can 
use the My BlueMountain service free 
(with or without a subscription) to 
store your recipients' contact info and 
to keep track of birthdays and other 
card-worthy events. A one-year sub- 
scription is $13.99. 

Rubber Chicken Cards 

www.rubberchickencards.com 

If you like to hunt down unusual 
ecards for that friend who has a 
quirky sense of humor, this is one 
site you won't want to miss. Rubber 
Chicken's ecard lineup features a host 
of animated characters who dispense 
good wishes with humor. You'll need 
to subscribe to take advantage of most 
of the site's ecards. However, you can 
send several cards free, such as the 



birthday greeting from Louise The 
Correspondence Angel. Another plus 
is that you don't need to subscribe to 
view the subscription ecards, which 
means you can poke around the site 
and make sure it's your cup of tea be- 
fore you sign up. A one-year subscrip- 
tion is $20; other subscription plans 
are available. 

Hallmark 

www.hallmark.com 

As with its stores, Hallmark's on- 
line shop offers much more than 
cards. You can buy ornaments, books, 
and even flowers without leaving 
the comfort of your home office. 
Hallmark also offers a huge selection 
of free ecards and boasts some partic- 
ularly funny characters, including the 
Screaming Banshee and grumpy 
Maxine, who is always happy to gripe 
about the upcoming holidays or other 
occasions. Of course, if you haven't 
yet been introduced to Hoops & 
Yoyo, two brightly colored, always 
happy well-wishers, it's time to check 
them out — we suspect you'll make 
fast friends with them. 

NetFunCards 

www.netfuncards.com 

NetFunCards offers a huge array 
of free ecards. You'll find plenty of 
ecards for traditional holidays and 
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events, but what really caught our 
eye about this site is its selection of 
cards for other important occasions. 
You'll find ecards for officemates, 
friends, and even people who re- 
cently adopted a new pet (yep, re- 
ally). The site also offers a Printable 
Cards section and some cute wallpa- 
pers that will spice up your Desktop. 
Browse the cards (you can view any 
card) and then sign up for a free 
NetFunCards account to send that 
New Pet congratulatory ecard. 

EGreetings 

www.egreetings.com 

If you're a fan of humorous ecards, 
this site is for you. Although it has 
some serious cards for important oc- 
casions, one look at the ecard charac- 
ters on the main page will tell you 
everything you need to know about 
the site's preference for laughs. The 
busy main page lists dozens of cate- 
gories and has both a Top 5 and a 
Staff Picks section. Don't overlook the 
hilarious Oddball Holidays section, 
which features ecards for such little- 
known holidays as Freckle Pride Day 
and Throw Out Your Leftovers Day. 
The site has some free ecards, but a 
subscription lets you send any ecard 
of your choice and lets you use the 
built-in Address Book and Reminder 
features. You can extend a one-month 
trial subscription to a full-year sub- 
scription for $13.99. 

American Greetings 

www.americangreetings.com 

American Greetings has a huge se- 
lection of ecards, paper greeting 
cards, and cards that you can cus- 
tomize and print via your home 
printer. You can browse the ani- 
mated ecards and play them without 
a subscription, but you'll need to 
sign up for an account to send most 
cards. Once you register for the free 
one-month trial (as with the other 
ecard sites that offer trials, you'll 
need to include your credit card in- 
formation), you can buy a year-long 
subscription for $13.99. 
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Find It Online 



That's 

News 

To You 

Finding the appropriate Usenet discussion 
group to match your interests can be a mon- 
umental task. So each month, we scour tens 
of thousands of newsgroups and highlight 
ones that delve into popular topics. If your 
ISP (Internet service provider) doesn't carry 
these groups, ask it to add the groups to its 
list. This month we check out some popular 
publishing and photography groups. 



recphoto.digital 

Getting a good family picture for 
your family newsletter is a tough 
task, even with a digital camera. 
Users here are happy to trade tips 
and tricks for taking and editing 
digital photos. 



microsoft.public.publisher 

If you use Microsoft Publisher to 
create your greeting cards, this 
group is for you. Browse the threads 
to learn about features you haven't 
used before or ask members for help 
solving a layout problem. 



alt.writing 

Thinking about writing greeting 

cards? Check out this group, which 

lets writers discuss the ins 

and outs of freelance 

writing. You'll also find 

posts from publishers 

who are looking for 

freelance writers 

for a variety 

of publications. 



Share The Wares 



Some of the best apples in the online orchard are the free (or free to try) 
programs available for download. Each month we feature highlights from 
our pickings. This month, we take a look at a program that lets you add a 
personal touch to the traditional greeting card. 



PictureBUZZ Design & Print 

www.picturebuzz.com 

As much as we enjoy sending ecards, some- 
times there's no replacement for a real greeting 
card. Many people prefer printed cards to the dig- 
ital missives, and some (gasp) don't have an email 
address or ready access to the Internet. To that 
end, PictureBUZZ lets you create customized 
greeting cards with its software and your printer. 

PictureBUZZ charges $12.95 for a year-long 
subscription, but you can try the software free for 
a month if you sign up for an account. Once you 
register, you can download and install the 
PictureBUZZ Design & Print program. If the card 
you select uses a font that your computer doesn't 
already have, the program opens an alert window 
that lets you easily download and install the font. 

Once you've opened your card and installed 
the required fonts, editing it is a snap. A menu 
on the left side of the screen lets you browse 
your hard drive or even your digital camera 
(among other sources) so you can find and in- 
sert your own photos to complement the card's 
picture. The software offers several photo- 
editing features, including a handy red-eye 
removal tool and a tool that creates spe- 
cial borders for your picture. 

You can resize any picture you insert in 
the card by clicking it and then dragging 
one of the dots that line the edge of the 
picture. You can also customize the text 
and any other objects on the front, inside, 
or back of the card. A small Cards Tutorial 
window walks you through the process 
and offers some great troubleshooting 
tips. You'll need to turn your paper over 
and reinsert it after the first side prints — 
the software takes care of the rest. 

Your subscription lets you access a 
wide array of greeting cards for 



Bug-Free Ecards 

The Web is brimming 
with free and subscrip- 
tion-based ecard sites, many 
of which are as safe to use as 
they are fun. Unfortunately, 
malicious users sometimes 
create malware-ridden 
ecards that can deposit 
viruses or spyware on your 
computer. To make sure 
we're recommending user- 
friendly ecard services, we 
ran antivirus and anti- 
adware programs after cre- 
ating, sending, and receiving 
cards from each of the sites 
in this article. 

Although we're confident 
that these sites are on the 
up-and-up, we recommend 
that you install an antivirus 
and an anti-adware pro- 
gram before surfing the 
Internet. I 





PictureBUZZ offers easy-to-use 
software that lets you create 

your own greeting cards, 
complete with your own digital 
photos. You can print the cards 

using your home printer. 



holidays, birthdays, and 
other events and also 
lets you customize 
other items, such as 
T-shirt designs (for transfer paper that you can 
use to transfer the image to a T-shirt), as well as 
business card and scrapbook page designs. II 
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CTRL-ALT-DELing The New Year 




Welcome back to Mr. Modem's 
Desktop, where each month I present 
an eclectic assortment of digital tid- 
bits and virtual snippets culled from 
the thousands of items that slither 
across my electronic threshold. 

When you finish writing data to a 
CD or DVD, the drive usually ejects the 
disc. If you find this more irritating than 
helpful, you can disable this combination 
feature/annoyance: Open My Computer, 
right- click the letter of your CD/DVD drive, 
click Properties and Recording, and then uncheck 
Automatically Eject The CD After Writing. 

If you prefer composing email messages in 
Microsoft Word, you don't have to manually copy 
and paste each message into your email program 
to send it. Instead, after writing a message, select 
File, Send To, and then Mail Recipient. Word will 
open your email program and either display the message 
within the body of the mail or make it an attachment, de- 
pending on the program you customarily use for email. 

Have you ever wondered where your hard-earned dollars 
go when you contribute to a charitable organization? 
Wouldn't you like to know what percentage of contribu- 
tions go to administrative expenses, fundraising expenses, 
and how much the head honcho is earning? The Charity 
Navigator (www.charitynavigator.org) tells all. Oh, and 
don't be concerned about the alleged misappropriation of 
funds donated to the CCRF (Computer Columnists 
Retirement Fund). It was just a misunderstanding, I swear. 

You know you're old when you discover a Web site that 
invites you to determine what song was No. 1 on the pop 
charts on the day you were born . . . and it turns out that 
you were born before the site's historical database began. 
Go to tinyurl.com/4tnro if you care about this insensitive 
site. I'd rather be taking a nap, anyway. 

A day planner or PDA is fine for organizing a busy life, 
but you still have to remember to look at it to be reminded 
of something you don't want to do. With Rminder (some- 
body apparently forgot the "e"), you can receive voice and 
text reminders on your phone. A free account lets you send 
eight reminders per month, and a top-of-the-line, budget- 
bustin' $9 per month account permits up to 60 reminders, 
which is more than enough to nag yourself to death. 

The Windows Task Scheduler is a small Windows 
utility that allows you to schedule programs to run at cer- 
tain times — no, not Oprah or Letterman, but important 
things such as backup routines, virus checking, log rota- 
tion, or running batch files — though if your batch files 
start running, I say let them go. 



To access the Task Scheduler: From 
the Control Panel, click Scheduled 
Tasks, then Add Scheduled Task to 
launch the Scheduled Task Wizard. 
The Wiz will then escort you through 
the process of scheduling just about 
anything except dental appointments. 
Speaking of tasks, it's no great secret 
that the keystroke combination CTRL- 
ALT-DEL will display the Task Manager 
in Windows XP and Win2K. The Task 
Manager can be useful for terminating a pro- 
gram that has failed to respond or has frozen in 
its tracks. To the delight of redundancy enthusiasts 
everywhere, there are three additional ways to re- 
veal, show, and display the Task Manager: 1. 
Right-click the Taskbar; select Task Manager. 
2. Click Start and Run, and then type taskmgr. 
3. Use the keystroke combination CTRL-SHIFT- 
ESC. Kinda takes your breath away, doesn't it? 

And finally, as we ease into 2007, please join me in the 
time-honored tradition of reciting the Mr. Modem Pledge 
(patent pending). I promise that if you integrate each of the 
following affirmations into your daily digital life, your com- 
puting will be less stressful, more enjoyable, and more pro- 
ductive. Place your right hand on your keyboard and repeat 
after me, "I promise to: 

1) keep my antivirus and antispyware software 
current and updated. 

2) use my antivirus and antispyware programs daily. 

3) install a firewall or router. 

4) not spend money on utilities that promise the impossible. 

5 ) back up my important data, then back it up again to be sure. 

6) never forward email that asks me to forward it to others. 

7) never open a file attachment unless I'm expecting it — 
and even then, I will check it for viruses. 

8) uninstall applications from my computer that I don't use. 

9) delete spam and never click any Remove Me links. 

10) embrace the philosophy, £ If it ain't broke, don't fix it,' 
and stop tweaking my system when it's running well." 

Congratulations! Now, let's hope we all have our best 
computing year ever! II 

by Mr. Modem 



Mr. Modem, (Richard Sherman) is an author, syndicated columnist, radio 
host, and publisher. "Mr. Modem's Weekly Newsletter" provides personal 
responses to subscribers' computer and Internet questions, plus weekly 
computing tips, Web site recommendations, virus alerts, hoax warnings, 
and more. For additional information, visit www.MrModem.com. 
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Smart Computing Online 



Check Out The 



Tech Support Center 



The Tech Support Center at 
SmartComputing.com is 
the place to find helpful infor- 
mation for solving your com- 
puting troubles. Check out 
the Networking & Commu- 
nications area to find out how 
to install and configure your 
home network. You'll learn how 

to set up your wireless network, fix wireless connection 
problems, and much more. Be sure to take a look at the 
Backups & Data Recovery section, as well. This area con- 
tains articles that explain the ins and outs of creating 
system backups, recovering lost data, and backup basics. 




1 Go to SmartComputing.com and 
click the Tech Support Center link 
on the home page. 

2 Click Backups & Data Recovery or 
Networking & Communications. 

3 Click View ALL Backup & Data 
Recovery Articles or View ALL 
Networking & Communications 
Articles to view articles within those 
departments. 
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Driver Education 



Be sure to store all of your articles and information in 
your Personal Library to keep for future reference. Simply 
log in, and when you find an article you would like to 

keep, click the Add To My 
Personal Library link at 
the top of the page. Create 
as many folders as you like 
to keep your information 
organized and accessible. 
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Deciphering file 
extensions isn't al- 
ways easy, espe- 
cially when you're 
in the throes of 
troubleshooting a 
problem. Simplify 
the task with a 
trip to the Tech 
Support Center. 
Scroll all the way to 

the bottom of the page and click the List Of File Extensions 
With Explanations link. The list details hundreds of file 
extensions and can help you learn something new. 



Stay up-to-date with the latest Smart 
Computing offerings with the Daily Email. To 
sign up, click the Sign Up Now! link in the My 
SmartComputing.com section at the top of 
the home page and follow the prompts. 
Each Daily Email includes a computing-related 
tip and a term, articles from upcoming issues, and more. 




□ 



NEW ADDRESS 



With so many options for email addresses these 
days, most people have multiple email accounts, 
some of which they don't frequently check. Keep 
Smart Computing updated with the most current 
address: On the left side of the home page, underneath the vertical 
blue bar, is an Update Email Address field that contains the address 
we have on file for you. To change it, simply enter a different ad- 
dress in the field and click Change. 



mod 

A special Windows u 

launch with minimal hardware support in the event of 
hardware or network configuration problems (often 
brought on by newly installed devices that conflict with ex- 
isting ones). In Safe Mode, Windows offers only mouse, 

keyboard, and VGA (Video Graphics Array) support, letting users troubleshoot problems that would otherwise prevent 
Windows from running. If a problem exists, Windows 98 will automatically launch in Safe Mode. Win98 users can initiate Safe 
Mode at startup by pressing and holding the CTRL key (the F8 key launches Safe Mode in Win95 and some Win98 machines). 



Safe Mode is an option in Windows 
that loads a minimal portion of 
the operating system to allow users 
to troubleshoot their systems. 
To start your PC in Safe Mode, 
you press a key (usually F5 or F8) 
immediately after your computer 
starts to boot. For more details, see 
tinyurl.com/y47mly 
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Windows CDs 

Determine Whether You Have A "Real" Windows Disc 
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In the same way that some people 
refer to any portable music play- 
er as an iPod, what we often call 
a Windows CD might not always 
technically be a standalone Mi- 
crosoft Windows installation disc. 
Just as music players take many 
forms, and there are many ways to get 
MP3 files on your computer, there are 
several ways for companies to install 
Windows. Whether you know it or 
not, if you bought your system com- 
plete off the shelf, you may not have a 
completely functioning Windows disc 
at your disposal. We'll help you figure 
out what you have (and why it mat- 
ters) and talk about your options. 

• Windows CDs vs. 

OEM System Restore Discs 

There are two types of Windows 
CDs. The first is the kind you get 
when you buy Windows on its own, 
usually in a box, from a retail store or 
online retailer. These are the complete 

L(or real) Windows discs, containing 
all the source files, drivers, and utili- 
ties for the standard hardware-inde- 
pendent OS (operating system) 
version you purchased. White box or 
custom-made retail systems often 
come with the full Windows disc, as 
well. Regular Windows CDs let you 
add or remove OS components, up- 
date drivers, or reinstall the entire OS 



system. You can tell they're authentic 
by the holographic printing and the 
Certificate of Authenticity that Micro- 
soft includes on the packaging. 

Many computer makers, on the 
other hand, bundle Windows with 
their own software and custom device 
drivers on OEM (original equipment 
manufacturer) system restore discs. 
OEMs build their own machines and 
purchase bulk licenses that allow 
them to create and distribute custom 
Windows versions along with a stan- 
dardized image of drivers and other 
applications, which they deliver as a 
single package with the systems they 
sell. The Windows versions they in- 
clude are legitimately (read: "legally") 
licensed and functionally complete 
for the end user. Unfortunately, how- 
ever, the "complete package" ap- 
proach limits your ability to install, 
uninstall, adjust, or repair individual 
Windows components without over- 
writing the entire system (and all your 
data). The positive tradeoff is a high 
level of convenience when rebuilding 
your entire system. That may not 
sound like such a bad deal at first, but 
think back: Have you ever tried to in- 
stall or change a Windows compo- 
nent and had the OS ask you to insert 
a Windows CD? You may be out of 
luck without a full Windows installa- 
tion CD. Have you ever removed 
Windows options and then decided, 
later on, that you want to restore 



them? The only way to restore orig- 
inal OS components with a system re- 
covery disc is to reformat the entire 
machine to its factory state. 

Another downside to OEM Win- 
dows installations is that the computer 
maker, not Microsoft, is responsible 
for providing support. You won't get 
any help from Microsoft if you 
run into trouble (though information 
and updates on Microsoft's support 
Web site are available to everyone). 
Similarly, with a full retail Windows 
CD, you can use any physical disc con- 
taining the same Windows version — 
even a friend's — as long as you have 
your own product key (and, thus, li- 
cense) to install. So, if you lose the 
disc, you may be able to borrow one. 
System restoration discs only work for 
their manufacturer's machines and 
often only on specific models. 

> How Do You Know? 

After understanding all that, how 
can you tell the difference between 
the two types of discs? It's surprisingly 
easy most of the time. Is your disc 
from Microsoft and Microsoft only? 
Or does it have your computer manu- 
facturer's logo or branding on it? A 
CD labeled as Microsoft Windows, 
and nothing else, is almost certainly a 
standalone Windows installation CD. 

A disc branded for Dell, HP, or any 
other computer maker is most likely a 
system restoration disc, though some 
manufacturers (including Gateway) 
provide a separate Windows disc with 
at least some models. You can make 
sure by booting from the disc. You 
may need to change your BIOS (Basic 
Input/Output System) settings to set 
your optical drive as your primary 
boot device (check your manufactur- 
er's instructions if you aren't sure), 
but once you're in, you'll see whether 
you have options to reinstall, repair, 
and alter the Windows installation or 
if you're limited to running the man- 
ufacturer's restoration program. 
Similarly, if you're prompted to enter 
a Windows installation CD during an 
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update or modification to the system, 
insert the disc you have and see if 
Windows accepts it. 

• What Do You Do? 

If you have a Windows CD, you're 
all set. You can update, adjust, and re- 
install at will. You may have to go 
through a few extra steps whenever (if 
ever) you need to rebuild the system, 
but the extra flexibility should be well 
worth it. Keep the disc in a safe place, 
don't lose your activation key (print- 
ed in a sticker on the CD sleeve or 
packaging), and try 
not to gloat. 

If you have a sys- 
tem restoration disc 
(the OEM version), 
you have three basic 
options. Such prod- 
ucts usually lack 
Microsoft's Repair 
Console, which is a 
useful but compli- 
cated tool for re- 
pairing a corrupted 
Windows installa- 
tion. They also nor- 
mally don't provide 
options for nonde- 
structive reinstalls (writing a new 
copy of the OS over the old without 
destroying installed applications or 
data). And they often contain only a 
subset of customized Windows driv- 
ers and files specifically designed for 
your manufacturer's default hardware 
profile. If you don't care about the 
Repair Console or reinstalling the OS 
and don't plan to replace any hard- 
ware that came with your system, you 
can just live with the restoration disc. 
If you just want to check your email, 
play with pictures, and surf the Web, 
you're probably not interested in up- 
grading the system or playing around 
with the OS. You may never need 
a true Windows installation CD. 
Just remember to back up all your 
data regularly, as a problem with 
the OS may necessitate a complete 
system rebuild. 




You can tell a legitimately licensed 
Windows disc by the presence of a 
Certificate of Authenticity 
from Microsoft. 



If you're interested in upgrading 
Windows or are in a hurry to get your 
hands on a standard Windows installa- 
tion CD, you can purchase a retail 
"upgrade" version and install it over 
the version that came with your sys- 
tem. Upgrade versions require a pre- 
existing Windows installation, but let 
you install the new OS without erasing 
all your data and applications. You'll 
have the latest Windows version with a 
full standalone installation CD, docu- 
mentation, and support from Micro- 
soft. If you need to rebuild the entire 
system for some reason, you can use 
the system restore 
disc and upgrade 
Windows again or 
try a fresh install 
with the retail CD, 
inserting the system 
restore disc to prove 
you have a previ- 
ous version when 
you're prompted 
during installation. 

Finally, you can 
contact your com- 
puter's manufac- 
turer and cajole it 

into providing a 

separate copy of 
Windows on a true installation disc. 
Remember — you paid for a Windows 
license (whether you knew it or not) 
when you bought the system. And 
you may need to ask several times, in 
several different departments. But all 
you have to lose is time, and there's 
no harm in trying. 

Not having a "real" Windows in- 
stallation CD is the kind of problem 
most people don't even know they 
have until the situation is desperate. In 
the middle of an important update, or 
when you really need to get Windows 
Media Player put back on the system, 
is exactly when you don't want to dis- 
cover that you don't have the right 
type of disc. Find out what you have 
now so that you can be prepared if 
and when the need arises. II 

by Gregory Anderson 



OEM Contacts 

ach of the following computer 
-manufacturers ships at least 
some of their models with system 
restoration discs rather than 
standalone Windows installation 
CDs. If you want to try wrangling 
a "real" Windows disc out of your 
PC's manufacturer, start with the 
following support contact infor- 
mation. You may also find these 
numbers useful for acquiring a re- 
placement recovery disc in case 
you damage or lose yours. Note 
that support numbers and 
vendor policies may change. The 
companies' individual Web sites 
are also useful sources of up-to- 
date information and guidance. 
Also, note that you may be 
charged a fee for the disc. 

Alien ware 

(Recovery CDs) 
(866) 287-6727 

Compaq Presario PCs 

(Recovery CDs) 
(800) 652-6672 

Dell 

(Recovery CDs) 
(800) 624-9896 

eMachines 

(Recovery CDs) 
(408) 273-0888 

Gateway 

(Most WinXP models have 
separate Windows discs) 
(800) 846-2301 

HP & Compaq 

(Recovery CDs) 
(800) 474-6836 

Velocity Micro 

(Separate Windows discs) 
(800) 303-7866 
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Support 

Help You 



What To Know & Do Before You Call 




We all want better tech sup- 
port experiences, and the 
more information we can 
provide to a phone representative, the 
better our odds of receiving stellar 
tech support. We'll suggest some 
things you can do before you pick up 
the phone to help ensure you get the 
best tech support service possible. 

• Things To Try Before You Call 

Most tech support reps are required 
to walk you through the following 
basic steps before delving into more in- 
volved troubleshooting. If you try these 
suggestions before you call, the techni- 
cian can move on to more detailed 
troubleshooting much more quickly. 

Restart your computer. This is the 
most basic trick in the book. Many 
times, an individual file just didn't 
load properly the last time you started 
your computer or launched an appli- 
cation. Restarting your PC often 
solves the problem. 

Check cable connections. If a device 
isn't working properly, make sure that 
its power and data cables are con- 
nected securely at both ends. For in- 
stance, if a printer's USB cable is loose, 
there may be communication errors 
when you try to print a document. 

Check for updated software, patches, 
and drivers. Make sure that you're run- 
ning the latest versions of your soft- 
ware, that you've applied all security 
patches, and that you have the most 
recent drivers for hardware devices. 
You can make sure that Windows is 



up-to-date by visiting windowsup 
date.microsoft.com. To find updates, 
patches, and drivers for other products, 
check the manufacturer's Web site. 

• Get In The Know 

You should also gather some crit- 
ical information about your PC and 
the problem you're having. The more 
information you gather, the greater 
the likelihood that a phone represen- 
tative can figure out what's wrong 
and how to fix it. 

Windows version. Know which ver- 
sion of Windows is installed before you 
call. If you don't know which version is 
installed on your system, click the Start 
button, Programs (or All Programs), 
Accessories, System Tools, and System 
Information. In the resulting System 
Information window, you'll see your 
OS (operating system) listed to the 
right of OS Name. You'll also see the 
version number, any installed Service 
Packs, and the build number next to 
Version. You can click the File menu 
and Print for a handy reference sheet 
with all of this information. 

Brands, models, and serial numbers. 
Make sure that you have the brand and 
model number of your computer (if 
you bought a prebuilt PC) or mother- 
board (if you built the system yourself). 
If you're calling for help with a periph- 
eral device, such as a printer or digital 
camera, have brand and model infor- 
mation on hand for that device. 

Changes to your system. If you made 
any changes to your system before the 



problem started, you should note those, 
too. For example, if you installed or 
uninstalled any software, changed 
Control Panel settings, or installed any 
hardware, make a note of it. In addi- 
tion, make a note of any software that 
was running when the error occurred 
and any hardware that was connected 
to your computer at the time. If you re- 
cently installed any components, such 
as a video card, note that also. If you 
think you did something to cause the 
problem, get over any embarrassment. 
The tech support rep needs all relevant 
information. Her job is not to judge but 
to help you solve your problem. 

Exact wording of error messages. 
Write down the exact wording of any 
error messages you see. Too often, 
people call tech support with only a 
vague description of an error mes- 
sage. This is like asking a doctor to di- 
agnose a persistent upset stomach 
without an exam or any lab tests. The 
exact wording of an error message is 
to a computer technician what a set 
of lab results is to a doctor. To help 
"cure" your computer, make sure that 
you've copied any error messages 
word for word. 

• Make That Call 

With just a bit of preparation, you 
can help a technician solve your 
problem faster. Once you've taken the 
steps outlined in this article, you're 
ready to reach out and get some help. II 

by Kylee Dickey 
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When you stop to think about 
it, "maintenance" is an ugly 
word, maybe because it al- 
ludes to doing some kind of work. Still, 
maintaining anything, including a 
computer's operating system, is usually 
worth the toil. Microsoft's Automatic 
Updates provides nearly all the elbow 
grease you need to keep your Windows 
OS (operating system) up-to-date with 
security patches, fixes, enhancements, 
and updates. If you turn on Automatic 
Updates, you may only notice it's run- 
ning when it informs you new updates 
have been installed for your system. 

Microsoft explains that Automatic 
Updates lets Windows "routinely 
check for the latest important updates 
for your computer and install them 
automatically." Updates can include 
anything from individual system and 
security updates to a complete service 
pack, which contains in one package 
dozens of patches, fixes, and other en- 
hancements for your OS. Updates do 
such things as add safeguards against 
viruses or patch security holes in 
Windows that a hacker could exploit 
to gain control of your system. What's 
key to remember is that if Automatic 
Updates is turned off and you're not 
manually updating your system your- 
self, your computer is probably un- 
derperforming and is definitely more 
vulnerable security-wise. The good 



:ic Updates 






news is that setting up and using 
Automatic Updates is simple. 

• How To Update 

To obtain updates for your system, 
Windows connects to the Windows 
Update Web site (www.windowsup 
date.com), to which Microsoft adds 
free updates on the second Tuesday of 
each month and more 
often as need-ed. The 
first iteration of 
Windows Update 
came with Windows 
98's release, but it 
wasn't until the re- 
lease of Windows XP 
Service Pack 2 that 
Automatic Updates 
started to morph into 
what we know today. 
Today, Windows Up- 
date supports Win- 
Me/2000/XP. 

More recently, Mi- 
crosoft released the 
optional Microsoft 
Update (update. mi 
crosoft.com) Web 
site. Considered to be version 6 of 
Windows Update, Microsoft Update 
uses an approach similar to that of 
Windows Update, but rather than 
offer updates for only Windows, it of- 
fers updates for products from several 
Microsoft product families, including 
Office and Exchange, plus some dri- 
vers. If you turn on Automatic 
Updates, Windows automatically 
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Automatic Updates gives you four 
options for configuring how it 
works, including turning it on and 
off. The best approach is letting 
it automatically download and 
install updates for you. 



finds and installs high-priority updates 
from Microsoft Update. If you turn 
Automatic Updates off, Microsoft ad- 
vises to visit Microsoft Update at least 
once a week for high-priority updates. 

There's a good chance you already 
have Automatic Updates turned on, 
but you can check in WinXP by 
clicking Start and Control Panel and 
double-clicking the Automatic Updates 
icon, which opens the 
Automatic Updates 
dialog box. Alter- 
natively, you can 
double- click the Sys- 
tem icon in Control 
Panel and click the 
Automatic Updates 
tab in the resulting 
System Properties 
dialog box. Both 
methods display four 
options: Automatic 
(Recommended); 
Download Updates 
For Me, But Let Me 
Choose When To 
Install Them; Notify 
Me But Don't Auto- 
matically Download 
Or Install Them; and Turn Off 
Automatic Updates. 

The Automatic (Recommended) 
option includes day and time (3 a.m.) 
settings for Windows to check for up- 
dates. If you use a dial-up connection, 
Windows will check for updates when 
you connect to the Internet. During 
the update process, Microsoft only 
sends information about your PC to 
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Windows Update and not personal 
data that could identify you, such as 
your name or email address. 

If you turn Automatic Updates off, 
your system will be susceptible to 
damage unless you regularly install up- 
dates manually. This means navigating 
to the Windows Update Web site or 
clicking Start, Programs, and Windows 
Update. At the site, you'll have to weed 
through and install available updates 
yourself. If you configure Automatic 
Updates to download or notify you 
about updates but not install them, re- 
member that until you install them 
yourself, your system isn't performing 
as capably as possible. 

• Double The Effort 

Even if you turn on Automatic 
Updates, it's good practice to visit the 
Windows Update site occasionally to 
search for updates and familiarize your- 
self with the tool. The site will first scan 
your system for necessary updating soft- 
ware. If it's installed on your system, 
you'll receive instructions for doing so, 
including possibly enabling ActiveX 
controls. Afterward, you'll see two up- 
date choices: Express and Custom. 
Express is the recommended method, as 
it finds high-priority updates for your 
system. Custom lets you select from op- 
tional and high-priority updates. 

Upon scanning your system, both 
options present available updates, plus 
a brief description of each, download 
size, and download time. Click the 
Install Updates button to start the in- 
stall process. Some updates may re- 
quire restarting your system after 
installation, and a few may require 
agreeing to a EULA (End-User License 
Agreement). Windows Update also lets 
you review your update history, in- 
cluding showing you failed, successful, 
and cancelled updates; view a FAQ; 
change the language that's used; have 
Windows Update show you beta prod- 
ucts and updates; and more. If you 
haven't enabled Microsoft Update, 
Windows Update has an option to do 
so, as well as to turn it off. 



If you're running WinXP, you can 
view updates installed on your OS by 
going to Add And Remove Programs 
and checking Show Updates. Each up- 
date has a Click Here For Support 
Information link, which often includes 
a link to a Knowledge Base article. 



For the majority of Windows users, 
Automatic Updates is a set-it-and- 
forget-it tool, which is the best ap- 
proach for those who want an updated 
system without the work. II 

by Blaine A. Flamig 



Return To A Time Before With System Restore 



System Restore may 
be the Windows 
utility many newer users 
are most curious about, 
possibly because it's 
often lauded as being a 
panacea for any ailment 
your computer is suf- 
fering from. Just open 
System Restore (in 
Windows XP click Start, 
Programs, Accessories, 
System Tools, and 
System Restore), choose 
a previous date on a cal- 
endar when your system 
enjoyed better health, 
and poof! You're back in 
business. Unfortunately, 
things don't always 
work this smoothly for 
some users, as System 
Restore has some defi- 
nite parameters within 
which it works. 

Introduced with 
Windows Me, Microsoft 
describes System Restore 
as something that can 
"undo harmful changes 
to your computer and 
restore its settings and 
performance" to an 
earlier time, or Restore 
Points. WinXP automati- 
cally creates a Restore 
Point every 10 hours of 
system use and when 
certain software is in- 
stalled. Consider creating 
your own Restore Points, 
however, before in- 
stalling software, adding 



hardware and related 
drivers, making changes 
to the Registry, and per- 
forming other major 
system-related events. 

It's important to re- 
member that any 
changes System Restore 
makes are reversible. 
Additionally, the tool 
won't change files in your 
My Documents folders; 
documents you create, 
such was Word (DOC) or 
Excel (XLS) files; and 
other files you actively 
use, such email and 
photos. System Restore 
does track changes to 
the Registry and to such 
critical system files as ex- 
ecutables (EXE), com- 
mands (COM), and DLL 
(dynamic link library) 
and system (SYS) files. 
To log Restore Points, 
System Restore uses up 
to 1 2% of your hard 
drive. You can alter this 
setting by clicking Sys- 
tem Restore Settings in 
System Restore, clicking 
the System Restore tab, 
and using the slider in 
the Disk Space Usage sec- 
tion. When space is ex- 
hausted, System Restore 
deletes the oldest 
Restore Points to create 
room to add new ones. 

Using System Restore 
is as easy as selecting op- 
tions that a wizard will 



present, including Restore 
My Computer To An 
Earlier Time, Create A 
Restore Point, and Undo 
My Last Restoration. 
Restoring to an earlier 
time only involves 
clicking a bold date on 
the calendar and se- 
lecting one of the Restore 
Points available for that 
day. After it's finished, 
System Restore will then 
reboot your system. 
Creating a restore point is 
as easy as giving it a name 
and clicking Create. 

With so much mal- 
ware, spy ware, viruses, 
and more flying around, 
System Restore serves a 
definite purpose, but be- 
fore using it, back up your 
data, preferably to a CD 
or DVD, external drive, 
USB flash drive, or other 
device that won't be in- 
volved in the restoration. 
Additionally, consider 
trying first such options 
as Device Driver Rollback, 
uninstalling software 
you've recently installed, 
and pulling the plug on 
hardware you may have 
recently added. After run- 
ning System Restore, run 
a full virus scan of your 
entire system immedi- 
ately after and install any 
Windows updates you 
added after the Restore 
Point you just used. I 
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Given the amount of personal 
information we store on our 
computers and the number 
of transactions we conduct via the 
Internet, keeping our computer safe 
from intruders, outside attacks, and 
malicious programs is of utmost im- 
portance. There are many tools you 
can use to keep your computer safe 
from harm, including antivirus soft- 
ware, antispyware software, and hard- 
ware and software firewalls. Each tool 
performs a different task. When used 
in the right combination, these tools 
can create a protective barrier from 
the outside world. 

Stay Healthy 

Viruses can wreak havoc on your 
computer. They can destroy your 
documents, pass themselves on to un- 
suspecting friends and family, and 
prevent your computer from oper- 
ating. To protect against viruses, in- 
stall an antivirus program and update 
it regularly. Most of today's antivirus 
programs use a set of virus definitions 
from the antivirus manufacturer to 
detect viruses. The software looks for 
suspicious files using these definition 
files. Antivirus programs examine 
files during user-initiated, on-de- 
mand scans or through an on-access 
scan that runs in the background and 
constantly checks files. During the 
scan, the antivirus program will let 



Keep Your 
System Safe 

Guard Against Viruses, Spyware 5 More 



you know if any files have the 

same definition as a known virus. 

Because antivirus programs com- 
pare files on your computer to defini- 
tion files in order to detect a virus, any 
virus not included in the antivirus 
program's database will go unde- 
tected. For this reason, it's important 
to regularly update your antivirus pro- 
gram definition files. Many antivirus 
programs charge a yearly subscription 
fee for virus definition file updates. 

There's a wide range of antivirus 
software on the market today. Some 
apps are free; others charge a fee. If 
you're looking for a free program, 
consider Grisoft's AVG Anti-Virus 
Free Edition (free.grisoft.com) or 
Avira's AntiVir PersonalEdition Clas- 
sic (www.free-av.com). Premium an- 
tivirus products, such as McAfee 
Internet Security Suite 2007 ($69.99; 
us.mcafee.com) and Norton Internet 
Security 2007 ($69.99; www.symantec 
.com), protect against viruses and 
come with additional tools, such 
as spyware and spam protection. 
Some programs also protect against 
IM (instant messaging) 
threats; make sure to 
consider this when 
shopping if someone in 
your family uses IM. 

Whether you're in- 
stalling an antivirus 
program for the first 
time or switching to a 
different antivirus pro- 
gram, remember that 
you should only have 




one antivirus program installed on 
your computer at any given time. If 
you have more than one antivirus 
program installed at the same time, 
these programs may clash and slow 
your computer to a stop. Use the un- 
wanted program's uninstall mecha- 
nism to remove it before installing the 
new application. 

Protection From Outside Attacks 

Much like a locked gate controls 
access to a fenced yard, a firewall con- 
trols access to your network and com- 
puter. Without firewall protection, 
hackers can break into your computer 
and steal your identity, hijack your 
computer and deliver spam from 
your email account, or use your com- 
puter to attack other networks. 

Firewalls keep private networks free 
from trespassers and prevent data 
from leaving the computer without 
authorization. All communications 
that come into or exit a computer 
will move through the firewall, 
which inspects all data and re- 
jects data that fails to 
meet predetermined 
security parameters. 



Norton Internet Security 
protects your computer 
from viruses and comes 
with tools to protect 
against spyware, phishing 
attacks, rootkits, and 
fraudulent Web sites. 
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Some firewalls 
filter only inbound 
traffic to prevent 
unauthorized users 
from accessing your 
Internet connection 
and communictions. 
Many new firewalls 
monitor communi- 
cations in both di- 
rections. By mon- 
itoring outbound 
traffic in addition 
to inbound traffic, 
these new firewalls 
help prevent spyware 
and viruses on your 
computer from attacking other com- 
puters on the Internet. In theory, bidi- 
rectional firewalls are great. However, 
some people dislike bidirectional fire- 
walls because they require you to grant 
applications (such as your email 
program) permission to access the 
Internet. Most firewalls remember 
which programs are allowed to 
access the Internet, so you'll only have 
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The firewall built into Windows XP 
Service Pack 2 can help protect your 
computer from outside attacks. 



to grant permis- 
sion once. 

There are two 
types of firewalls: 
hardware and soft- 
ware. Generally 
speaking, hardware 
firewalls are more 
secure than soft- 
ware firewalls are. 
Software firewalls 
are more suscep- 
tible to holes and 
errors from other 
programs or an 
operating system. 
Hardware firewalls 
do not face this susceptibility. Many 
routers come with a built-in hardware 
firewall. For the best security, install 
both a hardware and a software fire- 
wall for your computer or network. 

If you have only one computer that 
you wish to protect with a firewall, a 
hardware firewall may be too expensive 
for you to consider. In this case, a soft- 
ware firewall, such as ZoneAlarm (free; 



www.zonelabs.com) or the firewall 
built into Windows XP with Service 
Pack 2, may be adequate for your uses. 
Once you have a firewall set up, test 
to make sure it will block attacks using 
ShieldsUP! from Gibson Research 
Corporation (www.grc.com). Gibson 
Research Corporation has other pro- 
grams, as well, that will test other 
aspects of the security of your Inter- 
net connection. 

Guard Against Spies 

Programs that protect against spy- 
ware and adware are just as important 
as antivirus software. Spyware installs 
itself on your PC or tricks you into in- 
stalling it while installing another pro- 
gram. Once installed, spyware spies on 
your computer activities and sends in- 
formation regarding your computer, 
Internet surfing habits, and more to the 
creator of the spyware. Spyware is often 
difficult to uninstall. Adware is similar 
but focuses on showing you advertise- 
ments, often through pop-up ads. 



Are System Scanners Worthwhile? 



While surfing the Web or 
checking email, you 
may come across advertise- 
ments for programs that offer 
to scan your computer for er- 
rors. When run, these system 
scanners may find hundreds 
of things wrong with your 
computer. Often, the initial 
scan to see what is wrong 
with your computer is free. 
To fix the problems, these 
system scanners may charge 
a fee. 

Some of these system 
scanners flag relatively harm- 
less things, such as a missing 
link to a file that you may 
have deleted. Other flags 
may appear as a result of a 
cookie that enables a Web 
page to welcome you by 



name. In these cases, the 
system scanners are overre- 
acting a bit. While you can 
choose to fix these errors 
or flags, you can also leave 
some of them with- 
out causing any harm 
to your computer. 

On the other hand, some 
of these system scanners re- 
ally do find things that are 
wrong with your computer. 
They may find spyware, a sus- 
picious entry in your com- 
puter's Registry, or something 
else that is not quite right. 

When a system scanner re- 
ports a large number of er- 
rors, it may seem like good 
reason for alarm. However, 
keep in mind that the scan 
results are often misleading 



because even computers that 
run very smoothly and seem 
to have no problems may re- 
port a large number of errors. 

System scanners are a 
sticky topic. Some are valid 
and worthwhile; others are 
not. To find out more infor- 
mation about a particular 
system scanner, we recom- 
mend entering the name of 
the scanner into your favorite 
search engine and seeing 
what other people have to 
say about it. You can also 
check to see if a particular 
software program or Web site 
is listed on the Spyware 
Warrior Rogue/Suspect Anti- 
Spy ware listing (www.spy 
warewarrior.com). It's always 
important to be very cautious 
when deciding which, if any, 
system scanner to use. If 
you have updated antivirus, 



firewall, and antispyware pro- 
tection, you may not need a 
system scanner at all. 

One system scanner we 
found that experts think 
may cause more harm than 
good is ErrorGuard, which 
Sophos (www.sophos.com), 
Spyware Guide (www.spy 
wareguide.com), and Spy- 
ware Remove (www.spyware 
remove.com) all classify as 
adware. If you do a search 
for ErrorGuard and read the 
forum postings that describe 
users' experiences with this 
scanner, you will see a 
number of negative stories 
about ErrorGuard. In fact, 
numerous users have com- 
plained that ErrorGuard 
caused additional prob- 
lems on their computers in- 
stead of fixing the problems 
it found. I 
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Get additional firewall protection by installing a 
full-featured, third-party firewall, such as 
ZoneAlarm Pro ($39.95; www.zonelabs.com). 



Programs such as Spybot Search & Destroy guard 
your computer from spyware. 



Unlike antivirus programs, you can 
install more than one antispyware 
utility. In fact, because no antispyware 
utility is 100% effective, you may 
achieve better results by installing a 
couple of antispyware programs. 

Some antispyware programs scan 
your computer for spyware and re- 
move it once it is already on your 
computer. These programs typically 
require user interaction to initiate the 
scan. Other antispyware programs 
protect your computer in real time 
and prevent the spyware and adware 
from entering your computer in the 
first place. These active scanners pro- 
vide the best protection because some 
spyware can cause damage that is dif- 
ficult to repair. As with antivirus pro- 
grams, antispyware programs use 
definition files to identify spyware 
and adware. As a result, you'll need to 
update and run your antispyware 
program(s) on a regular basis in order 
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to stay protected from the latest 
spyware and adware attacks. 

There are a number of antispy- 
ware programs available. Spy- 
bot Search & Destroy (free; www 
.safer-networking.org) offers ac- 
tive scanning. Some of the pre- 
mium antivirus programs come 
with a separate antispyware pro- 
gram that protects in real time, 
as well. Another antispyware ap- 
plication, Lavasoft's Ad-Aware 
SE Personal (free; www.lavasoft 
usa.com), doesn't offer active 
scanning but is nonetheless a re- 
spected spyware removal tool. 

Prevention 
Is The Best Medicine 

Although antivirus programs, 
firewalls, and antispyware apps can 
help keep your computer in prime 
condition, the best way to main- 
tain your system is to avoid poten- 
tial problems in the first place. 
There are a number of things you 
can do to protect your PC from 
getting a virus, being attacked, or 
slowing down due to spyware. 
One of the easiest ways to avoid 
viruses is to avoid opening email at- 
tachments, especially if the email is 
from someone you do not know or if 
the attachment has a suspicious file 
name. In addition, 
it's important to be 
careful when down- 
loading files over IM 
programs. Viruses 
have been known to 
send messages to 
users from someone 
on their contact list. 
The message typi- 
cally provides a link 
to download a file 
that seems harmless, 
such as Family Va- 
cation. Instead of 
seeing a picture of 
your friend's family, 
though, you'll re- 
ceive a virus. 



Beyond email attachments and IM 
downloads, other downloads can harm 
your computer. Many spyware pro- 
grams accompany other programs you 
actually want to install. For example, 
you may download a seemingly legiti- 
mate card game. While installing the 
card game, however, you may inadver- 
tently install spyware along with the 
card game. With a little bit of diligence, 
you can usually avoid the spyware and 
still get the card game: Read all user 
agreements to see how the company 
will use any information it collects and 
if any other programs accompany the 
software you are installing. Also, as you 
walk through the installation process, 
watch for any checkboxes that permit 
the installation of other programs. 

Pop-ups frequently appear as we're 
surfing the Web. Not only are the ads 
these pop-ups display annoying, but 
they are frequently misleading. Stay 
away from clicking pop-ups. Some 
pop-ups provide links to Web sites 
that will install spyware by visiting 
them. Other pop-ups may promise 
great programs, but deliver viruses 
and spyware instead. 

Be wary of anything that sounds 
too good to be true. Using a little bit 
of common sense can go a long way 
toward protecting your computer. II 



by Jennifer Johnson 




Pop-ups may seem legit but can cause lots of trouble if you install 
the software advertised. 
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Registry Primer 

A Look At The Brains Behind Windows 



Like strands of DNA, the Win- 
dows Registry contains a wealth 
of crucial information that de- 
termines how your operating system 
looks and behaves. But while DNA 
baffles most casual observers, the 
Registry is easily accessible and sur- 
prisingly simple to comprehend. 

Each time you add a hardware de- 
vice to your PC, install a new pro- 
gram, or make changes, the Registry 
makes note of that by storing infor- 
mation in a central depository. 

Windows uses the Registry as an al- 
ternative to INI, or initialization, files 
that held similar settings in early 
Windows versions. Although these 
files worked well in theory, they could 
easily become a configuration night- 
mare in practice, particularly as users 
added more software and hardware to 
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Before browsing the Windows Registry, it's 
always a good idea to back it up using the 
Export function included in the Registry Editor. 



their systems. The Registry, on the 
other hand, stores all of these set- 
tings in one common location using a 
unified format that's easy to navigate. 

% Behind The Basics 

In Windows XP, the Registry exists 
as a series of files, including Sam, 
Security, Software, System, Default, 
and Userdiff, in the C:\WINDOWS\ 
SYSTEM32\Config folder on the drive 
or partition where Windows is in- 
stalled. When you start your PC, 
Windows consults these files so it 
knows how your hardware, programs, 
and the operating system should be 
configured when the system is up and 
running. As you access certain devices 
or programs, Windows will continue 
to access these files to load configura- 
tion data. 

Microsoft includes a handy Registry 
utility that serves as both a viewer and 
an editor for this data, allowing you to 
browse through the varied configura- 
tion settings and even change them, if 
you so desire. Known as the Registry 
Editor, you can access it by clicking 
Start, clicking Run, typing regedit in 
the Open field, and clicking OK. 

Why would you want or need to 
access the Registry? Advanced Win- 
dows users discovered long ago that 
the Registry can be tweaked to enable 
otherwise hidden functions in the OS 
(operating system). These functions 
can range from changing text on 
menus to eliminating annoyances to 
boosting performance in applications. 



Before we proceed, a word of warn- 
ing: Always tread through the Registry 
with extreme caution. The Registry 
Editor allows you to easily make con- 
figuration changes or even delete set- 
tings, and it won't warn you that what 
you're about to do could have dire 
consequences for your system. 

Although this article doesn't in- 
clude instructions for making actual 
changes to your Registry, it's none- 
theless wise to make a backup of your 
Registry before browsing through it. 
In WinXP, open the Registry Editor, 
click to highlight My Computer in the 
left pane, click File, and click Export. 
In the Export Registry File window, 
select a location to save the backup, 
type a file name (for example, reg- 
backup), and click Save. After the 
utility saves your backup, move the 
file to a location off of your hard 
drive, such as a recordable CD or a 
USB drive. 

♦ Break It Down 

If you're familiar with the Details 
view of files and folders in Windows 
Explorer, you should feel relatively 
comfortable navigating through the 
settings in the Registry Editor. In the 
left pane, click the plus (+) sign be- 
side My Computer to expand mul- 
tiple entries beneath it. Each of these 
hives (also called subtrees or nodes) 
begin with an HKEY, or Handle to 
Key, designation. 

The HKEY_CLASSES_ROOT hive 
contains application data, including 
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file associations that help Windows to 
determine which application should 
open certain file types. This hive also 
stores information related to the 
Windows user interface. 

The HKEY_CURRENT_USER and 
HKEY_LOCAL_MACHINE hives can 
contain similar configuration data re- 
lated to your PC's hardware, software, 
and OS, but they can differ depending 
on Windows' interaction with the 
hives at any given time. For example, 
applications generally first seek con- 
figuration data in the HKEY_CUR- 
RENT_USER hive, but if the data 
doesn't exist there, the application will 
look for it in the HKEY_LOCAL_MA- 
CHINE hive. 

When writing information to the 
Registry, applications first attempt to 
access the HKEY_LOCAL_MACHINE 
hive, and if they're unable to access it 
due to user restrictions (for example, 
if the user doesn't have administrator 
privileges), they'll write the settings to 
the HKEY_CURRENT_USER hive. In 
general, the HKEY_CURRENT_USER 
contains configuration settings exclu- 
sive to the user currently logged into 
the computer, while the HKEY_ 
LOCAL_MACHINE hive contains in- 
formation that's relevant to all users of 
the system. 

The HKEY_USERS hive contains 
information about each person who 
has an account on the Windows 
system. Finally, the HKEY_CUR- 
RENT_CONFIG uses information 
specific to the current user to deliver 
the proper hardware configuration 
and settings. 

♦ A Value-able Lesson 

Clicking the plus signs beside any of 
the hives reveals keys, folder-like struc- 
tures that can contain subkeys, and 
both keys and subkeys can contain 
values, which serve as the actual 
dwelling of configuration settings. If 
you click to expand HKEY_LOCAL_ 
MACHINE, you might see several 
subkeys, including Hardware, Sam, 
Security, Software, and System. Click to 



expand Software, and you'll find a 
plethora of subkeys bearing the names 
of familiar programs. These subkeys 
were placed in the Registry by programs 
installed on your PC and contain im- 
portant configuration information. 

Each key and subkey has a default 
value, and some might have additional 
values. When you click to select a key or 
subkey, you'll see the values in the right 
pane. WinXP uses multiple types of 
values, including String (or REG_SZ), 
Binary (or REG_BINARY), DWORD 
(or REG_DWORD), Multi- string (or 
REG_MULTI_SZ), and Expandable 
string (or REG_EXPAND_SZ). 

The Registry Editor displays these 
values using three columns in the right 
pane: Name, Type, and Data. In the 
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At its core, the Registry is split into separate 
sections, or hives, that contain configuration 
information specific to Windows, programs, 
devices, or even different users. 



Bin subkey under Mozilla Firefox 2.0, 
the PathToExe value indicates that the 
value contains the location of the 
Firefox executable file. Indeed, the 
Data field on a system with a default 
Firefox installation displays C:\PRO- 
GRAM FILES\MOZILLA FIREFOX\ 
Firefox.exe. However, these fields 
aren't always so recognizable, because 
many Registry values use cryptic 
names and numeric value patterns. 

When you double-click a value in the 
right pane, you'll see the value name 
and the value data, and you'll notice 
that the data field is modifiable. String 
values use alphanumeric entries that 
can contain strings with Boolean values 
such as True or False. Multi-string and 



Expandable-string values are similar 
to String values but feature additional 
configuration capabilities. 

Binary values store raw binary data 
in hexadecimal pairs that use charac- 
ters between the numbers and 9 and 
the first six letters of the alphabet. 
DWORD values include data repre- 
sented by four-byte numbers that 
use the following basic format: 
0x00000000. These values are modifi- 
able using Boolean values that can be as 
simple as 1 to indicate that a function 
should be turned on or to indicate 
that a function should be turned off. 

Believe it or not, changing Registry 
values is as simple as entering new 
data in the Value field in an Edit 
Value dialog box and clicking OK. 
However, you should never change 
Registry data unless you're absolutely 
certain you know what that change 
will do, because the Registry Editor 
won't inform you one way or another 
if the change will be beneficial or po- 
tentially destructive. 

Virtual Treasure Chest 

By drilling down through the moun- 
tains of data in the Registry, it's easy to 
see the importance of this crucial 
repository. This single point of refer- 
ence lets Windows access settings 
quickly and efficiently, regardless of 
what person is currently using the PC. 
However, that single point of reference 
can also prove to be a single point of 
failure, wherein tiny missteps can es- 
sentially ruin an entire Windows instal- 
lation. Further, the Registry can grow 
bloated over time with data entries that 
correspond to software or devices that 
no longer reside on the system. 

Regardless of the Registry's benefits 
and pitfalls, it remains a useful compo- 
nent for Windows users interested in 
modifying the way their systems look 
and perform. With an understanding 
of the Registry, you can begin the 
journey to unlocking the hidden po- 
tential of your PC. II 

by Christian Perry 
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A key factor in any successful col- 
laboration is communication, 
and the interaction of your 
computer's OS (operating system) and 
hardware is no different. Your PC's 
components send and receive OS in- 
structions, but a machine language bar- 
rier keeps any device from directly 
interacting with your OS. To overcome 
the communication barrier, the OS 
needs software called drivers to deci- 
pher the differing machine languages. 
Your OS employs a driver for each de- 
vice, and it's programmed to not only 
communicate between it and the de- 
vice, but also to instruct the OS how to 
control the device. 

The interaction of a component 
and OS requires a driver to be pro- 
grammed for the language and func- 
tions of a component and OS. The 
precise nature of a driver means that 
changes to your PC's software and 
hardware affect the performance and 
functionality of your drivers and your 
hardware and OS. To achieve max- 
imum efficiency, it's crucial you know 
how to find, download, and install the 
appropriate drivers. 

# Locate Your Drivers 

You often don't need to look much 
further than the installation software 
for your device to find the proper 
driver. Besides being programmed to 



Cooperation 
Makes It Happen 



A Look At Drivers 



maximize device performance, the 
proprietary driver lets the OS utilize 
all of a peripheral's functions. 

Microsoft included a library of dri- 
vers into the most recent versions of 
Windows, so your computer can use 
the keyboard, mouse, and monitor as 
soon as Windows is installed. The 
available drivers also cover the basic 
functions of common hardware. If 
you've lost your installation software, 
or your hardware didn't come with a 
driver, it's safe to assume you can op- 
erate a component by installing a 
driver that came with Windows. The 
driver included with Windows may be 
a generic driver that operates only basic 
device functions. 
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Another good 
source of drivers is 
device manufac- 
turers' Web sites. 
Hardware manufac- 
turers regularly re- 
lease updated drivers 
that are more effi- 
cient, fix bugs, or re- 
pair security holes. 
As with any soft- 
ware, drivers can be- 
come obsolete over 
time, thereby af- 
fecting device per- 
formance. The driver's programming 
may no longer be equipped to handle 
instructions from new software and reference. (Keep in mind that simply 



In Windows XP, you can configure 
your computer to ignore unsigned 
drivers, display a warning when 
it detects unsigned drivers, or 
prevent an unsigned driver from 
being installed. 



hardware or it may conflict with an- 
other driver. If you find that a device 
isn't performing well, update that de- 
vice's driver by downloading the 
newest one from the manufacturer's 
Web site. Downloading the appro- 
priate driver from the manufacturer's 
Web site guarantees you will install 
the most recently released driver to 
operate your hardware. 

♦ Download To Drive 

Before you go online, note the 
model or serial number of your hard- 
ware — there could be hundreds of 
similarly labeled models. When you 
reach the manufac- 
turer's Web site, 
look for a link 
labeled something 
similar to Drivers, 
Software Support, or 
Downloads. You 
may need to enter 
the model number 
or select your hard- 
ware from a series of 
drop-down menus. 
Once you've located 
the correct driver, a 
set of on-screen or 
installation instruc- 
tions will indicate 
how to download the 
driver. If a set of 
driver installation 
instructions are available, download 
the instructions or print a copy for 
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downloading a driver — or any soft- 
ware — is not the same as installing it.) 
If a particular peripheral is older 
and has been discontinued, the driver 
may no longer be available on the 
manufacturer's Web site. If you 
search for "driver" and your compo- 
nent's name in a search engine, you'll 
probably find an abundance of third- 
party sites offering drivers. That 
doesn't mean you necessarily should 
download a third-party driver, 
though. A driver is an excellent ve- 
hicle for transporting a virus or spy- 
ware. Before you download a driver 
from a third-party source, make cer- 
tain the Web site is reputable. 
Windows Update Catalog (v4.win 
dowsupdate.microsoft.com/cat 
alog) is a safe place to download 
drivers: All of its third- party dri- 
vers are digitally signed by 
Windows Hardware Quality Labs 
to ensure quality. WHQL per- 
forms a series of compatibility, 
reliability, and functionality tests 
and marks the passing drivers 
with a digital signature. 

♦ Drive That Hardware 

Regardless of the driver's 
source, read the installation in- 
structions thoroughly and follow 
them step-by-step. For example, 
it may be preferable to install the 
driver from the proprietary in- 
stallation software or driver installer 
than to use the Windows wizard. 
If the instructions indicate to load 
the driver from an accompanying 
installer program, you need only 
double-click the installer file and 
follow the on-screen prompts to in- 
stall your driver. 

Depending upon whether you're 
installing new hardware or updating a 
driver, Windows XP opens either the 
Found New Hardware Wizard or the 
Hardware Update Wizard — other 
than how the programs are started, 
the two are completely interchange- 
able. Windows 2000 and Windows 98 
hardware wizards will vary slightly in 



their title and operation, but Win2000 
and Win98 users can follow the basic 
methods below to install their new 
driver. Upon the installation of new 
hardware, Windows will automati- 
cally detect the new peripheral and 
run the Found New Hardware Wizard 
to locate that device's driver. To open 
the Hardware Update Wizard, you 
must find the device whose driver you 
want to update in Device Manager. 
Click Start, Settings, and then Control 
Panel. Double-click the System icon 
to open the Systems Properties dialog 
box, select the Hardware tab, and 
then click the Device Manager button. 
Double- click the device whose driver 
you want to update from the list in 
the right pane. You may need to click 
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If you download a driver, it may be compressed into a 
single file that needs to be extracted in order to access 
the various driver installer or driver files. 



T 



a plus (+) sign to expand and select 
your specific device from its category. 
Choose the Driver tab and click the 
Update Driver button to open the 
Hardware Update Wizard. 

• You re Off To See The Wizard 

The wizard begins by asking if 
Windows Update can search for 
driver software. Assuming you've al- 
ready downloaded the appropriate 
driver or have the installation soft- 
ware (if you're using the installation 
software, insert the disc at this time), 
select No, Not This Time. You can 
then specify whether you or Windows 



will select the driver; it's often best to 
let Windows find the driver because 
the wizard is programmed to select the 
most compatible driver. Click Next, 
and the wizard will scan your comput- 
er's hard drive and optical drives for 
the appropriate driver. If Windows has 
found the appropriate driver, you can 
follow the on-screen instructions to 
finish the installation process. 

If the wizard cannot locate the 
driver, it will ask if you want to cancel 
the process or go back and pinpoint 
its exact location. Click Back until you 
can choose Install From A List Or 
Specific Location and click Next. 
Select the radio button for Include 
This Location In The Search and click 
the Browse button. Select either the 
location where you saved the 
[x] driver or the particular folder on 
the installation software with the 
appropriate driver. Windows will 
search the specified location and 
pinpoint the driver. Once the 
wizard locates the driver, click 
Finish; Windows will install the 
driver. If the wizard still cannot 
detect your device driver, click 
the Back button and then the 
Have Disk button. Locate the 
specific driver file on your com- 
puter's hard drive or installation 
media and follow the on-screen 
instructions to install the driver. 



> Why Drive At All? 



After you've experienced a driver 
problem, you might think it would be 
easier for Microsoft to integrate dri- 
vers into the OS. The separation of 
the drivers and OS prevents a single 
driver from immobilizing your OS. 
Your computer's components and 
OS rely on you to install the appro- 
priate drivers and keep them up-to- 
date. It's a good idea to update a 
driver as soon as you install a new de- 
vice and check for driver updates 
whenever you feel a component isn't 
working up to its potential. II 

by Nathan Lake 
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The Windows Recovery 
Console is like a toolbox in 
the trunk of your car. When 
things are running smoothly, you 
forget it's even there. When some- 
thing goes awry, though, the Recovery 
Console's handful of commands can 
get you back on the road again. Like 
any tool worth using, the Recovery 
Console is capable of making some 
big holes, so take caution. 

The Recovery Console is a com- 
mand-based utility that gives you 
read/ write access to the most vital as- 
pects of the OS, such as the boot 
sector, which is responsible for 
starting your PC. Make sure to at- 
tempt less drastic measures, using a 
Restore Point, before tinkering with 
the Recovery Console. From the 
Recovery Console, you can view, 
copy, delete, and move files and 
folders; scan your hard drive for er- 
rors; view, disable, and enable services 
and drivers; and more. 

♦ Pop The Trunk 

The Recovery Console is not a part 
of the standard Windows installation, 
meaning you'll either have to install it 
using the Windows OS disc or run it 
from the Windows OS disc. You'll 
need a Windows OS disc, not an 
image restore disc. Most image re- 
store discs from manufacturers such 
as Dell and Gateway don't let you 
access the Recovery Console (see 
"Windows CDs & 'Windows CDs'" 
on page 50). With the proper disc in 
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hand, there are two ways to ac- 
cess the Recovery Console. 

Install the Recovery Console from 
Windows. If you can access your 
Desktop, install the Recovery Console 
as a startup option. Click Start and 
Run, type D:\i386\winnt32. exe/cmd 
cons, and click OK. The "D" refers to 
the CD drive, so substitute the appro- 
priate driver letter for your CD drive 
before clicking OK. Click Yes to in- 
stall the Recovery Console as a startup 
option. Your computer may need to 
connect to the Internet to download 
updated files. When the installation is 
complete, the Startup menu will give 
you the option of launching the 
Recovery Console each time your 
computer boots. 

Run the Recovery Console from 
startup. If you can't access the Win- 
dows Desktop in Normal Mode or 
Safe Mode, you're probably in Panic 
Mode (har har). Insert the Windows 
OS disc and boot your computer to 
the CD drive. If your system is not set 
up to boot from a CD, follow these 
steps to change your PC's boot order: 
Restart your computer and enter the 
BIOS (Basic Input/Output System) 
setup utility by pressing DELETE, 



ESC, Fl, or F2 as the computer re- 
boots. The BIOS setup utility com- 
mands and menu items vary, so you 
may need to consult your manuals for 
details. Next, access the Advanced 
BIOS Features, Boot Priority, or Boot 
Sequence menus for the option to 
make the system boot from the CD 
drive first. Make the changes, save 
your settings, and restart your com- 
puter by pressing the designated Save 
and Exit key, typically F10. As the 
computer reboots, you'll be prompted 
to Press Any Key To Boot From CD. 
Press a key and wait as your computer 
proceeds to load the startup boot files 
from the Windows OS disc. 

At the Welcome To Setup screen, 
press R to start the Recovery Console. 
On the following screen, you'll see a 
numbered list of the operating sys- 
tems installed on your computer. 
Enter the number for the Windows 
XP installation you're trying to re- 
cover (you'll enter "1" if you only 
have one operating system installed 
on this computer) and press ENTER 
to continue. Type the administrator's 
password and press ENTER. (If you 
didn't configure your computer with 
an administrator's password, you may 
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• To repair a Windows XP installation using 
Recovery Console, press P.. 
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On the Welcome To 
Setup screen, press/? 
to launch the 
Recovery Console. 
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be able to press ENTER to proceed. If 
this doesn't work, you may need to 
consult your PC's documentation for 
an administrator's password.) The next 
prompt lets you access the files on your 
computer using text-based commands 
and operators (short text phrases that 
modify a command). To execute a 
command, simply type it and press 
ENTER. Type help and press ENTER 
to see a list of all 29 commands. 

You'll need to enter the root direc- 
tory to perform the commands de- 
scribed here. Type CD .. and press 
ENTER to change the C:\WINDOWS 
prompt to the C> prompt. (NOTE: Be 
sure to include a space after the "CD" 
and before the two periods. ) 

% Command & Conquer 

If you've been around computers for 
a couple decades or more, you'll recog- 
nize the DOS-style command prompt. 
Be aware though, this isn't DOS, and 
DOS commands won't necessarily 
work here. Make sure you understand 
the ramifications of any changes you 
make in the Recovery Console: Once 
they're completed, it's often impossible 
to undo them. But even if you're a 
novice, the Recovery Console has a few 
commands that can help you out of 
some rather dire predicaments. 

We'll cover some of the common 
commands below, but if you need a 
step-by-step tutorial on how to resur- 
rect WinXP using the Windows 
Recovery Console, see "Use The 
Recovery Console To Rebuild Win- 
dows XP" on page 29 of Smart Com- 
putings December 2006 issue. 

Check Disk. One of the more useful 
Recovery Console commands is the 
Chkdsk command. Chkdsk generates 
a report on the status of your hard 
drive, including any unrecognizable 
sectors that may be causing problems. 
To run Chkdsk, type chkdsk at the 
command prompt and press ENTER 
to do a quick scan of your hard drive. 
If you'd like to specify a different drive 
to scan, type chkdsk C: and substitute 
the drive letter of the volume you'd 



like to scan for the "C" we used here. 
You can also do a more thorough scan 
of your hard drive by adding the /p op- 
erator. Type chkdsk /p and press 
ENTER to display the volume creation 
date, serial number, kilobytes of total 
hard drive space, kilobytes of space 
available, and other information re- 
garding your hard drive. 

If Chkdsk reports that it found one 
or more errors on the volume, rerun 
the scan with the repair operator. This 
scans your hard drive for files that 
have become damaged or lost and 
then copies and overwrites the neces- 
sary files. To repair damaged sectors 
on your hard drive, type chkdsk /r at 
the command prompt and press 
ENTER. This may take a while, but 



when your computer boots. This 
sector also includes the partition table, 
which describes the drive's partitions 
and layout. To rewrite the master boot 
record on your system boot partition, 
or the partition of your hard drive 
from which Windows loads by default, 
simply type fixmbr and press ENTER. 
The Fixboot command is a more thor- 
ough option. This command rewrites 
the entire boot sector. To perform this 
on your system boot partition, type 
fixboot and press ENTER. 

If you're trying to repair the boot 
sector of a nondefault boot partition, 
you'll need to specify which partition 
or hard drive you'd like to repair. 
Type map and press ENTER to display 
a list of optical drives, floppy drives, 



Micr< 


jsoft Uir 


dons 


XP<TM> Recove 


ry Cor 


so le . 










The 1 


lecouery 


Console provides 


system 


repair 


and 


recover 


y functionality. 


Type 


EXIT to 


quit 


the Recovery 


Console and r 


est* 


irt 


the 


computer . 


1: C 


:SUIND0US 
















Which MindoMS 
<To cancel, j 


XP 
tress 


installat ion 
ENTER>? m 


would 


you like 


to 


log 


onto 



The first entry on this page is the default Windows installation. 



when the process is complete, Chkdsk 
will report any errors that it found and 
fixed. Type exit and press ENTER. 
Press ENTER to restart the computer. 

Get a new Boot Sector. If you're un- 
able to boot into Windows, it's pos- 
sible that your hard drive's boot sector, 
the first thing your computer loads 
upon startup, has become corrupted 
or is missing something. One clue that 
your boot sector may be damaged is an 
inability to access Safe Mode. You 
might also need a new boot sector if 
you encounter the Non-System Disk 
Or Disk Error message while at- 
tempting to boot your computer. An 
inserted floppy diskette might also be 
the source of this problem. 

The Recovery Console features two 
commands that can help you address 
boot sector problems. The Fixmbr 
command refers to the master boot 
record, which is the first portion of 
your hard drive that the system reads 



hard drives, and hard drive partitions 
by drive letter. This list also includes 
the description of the drive as the 
Recovery Console sees it. Make note 
of the names of the drives you'd like 
to repair and then enter the Fixmbr or 
Fixboot command followed by \de- 
vice\ and the hard drive or partition 
that needs repairing. For instance, 
type fixboot\device\harddisk2 and 
press ENTER to repair the boot sector 
of a secondary hard drive or partition. 
Type exit and press ENTER to leave 
the Recovery Console. Press ENTER 
to restart the computer. 



> One Tool, Many Uses 



Despite its apparent complexity, the 
Recovery Console is a simple tool novice 
and advanced users can use to recover 
an otherwise unresponsive PC. II 



by Andrew Leibman 
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SMART COMPUTING ONLINE 




Q & A Board 



We all know how great 
computers can be. 
But when you have a com- 
puting problem, finding 
answers can be frustrating. 
So if you're having trouble 
with Windows XP or can't 
find a solution to a com- 
puting question or prob- 
lem, consult the Smart 
Computing Q&A Board. 
This subscriber-only fea- 
ture is a great resource for 
getting quick and helpful 
responses to your com- 
puting problems. 

Before posting a Q 8c A 
Board message, be sure to check out the Tech 
Support Center and all of its extensive resources. 

It may also be helpful to utilize the Q 8c A Board 
search at the bottom of the page, because, more 
than likely, someone else has had the same tech- 
related woes you are experiencing. You can search 
by message number or keyword (Windows XP, for 
example) and sort your results by relevance or a 
specific date range to make finding answers quick 
and easy. 

1 Log on to SmartComputing.com and click on the 
Q&A Board link. 

2 To ask your 
question, 
click the 
Post A 
Question 
link in the 
upper right 
of the page 
(make sure 
you are 
logged in to 
the site). 

3 Use the Subscribe To This Message link at the 
bottom of the question to be notified via email 
when answers are posted. 

www.smartcomputing.com/messages/question.asp 
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The SmartComputing.com Web Log con 
tains links to interesting tech- and com- 
puting-related stories. Each day, our 
editors scour the Web for items 
we feel are of particular interest 
to our readers. Just think— 
we sort through and read 
all sorts of news sites for 
the best stories and infor- 
mative tidbits, all so you 
don't have to. 





Valentine's Day is drawing near. In honor 
of the day of overpriced flowers and heart- 
shaped boxes of chocolate, we searched for 
"cupid" on SmartComputing.com. It's 
there, but only three times— once in a 1996 
article in reference to a 386. 



The Q&A Board is a won- 
derful resource for sub- 
scribers, as it allows our 
readers to help one an- 
other through tech ques- 
tions. To get up to speed 
on how the board works, 
check out the Q&A Board 
FAQs. On the left side of the home page, click 
the FAQ - Are You New To The Q&A Board? 
link in the Q&A/Computing Chat Rooms section. 




Anybody's eyes can quickly become tired and weary after a 
few hours of using a computer. Increasing the size of the 
font may help give your eyes a rest. To up the point size 
from 10 to 12 point on the Q&A Board, click Set Options 
at the top of the page. 
Under Option 4 Q&A 
Board Display Format, se- 
lect the Always View In 
Larger Type radio 
button and click the 
Submit button. 
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The Forgotten Toolbars 



The world of Excel toolbars isn't all that dif- 
ferent from Major League Baseball. The ac- 
tion gets pretty top-heavy, with a couple of famous 
toolbars dominating the action like ExcePs version 
of the Yankees and Red Sox. In a given day of 
working with Excel, you probably access tools on 
the Formatting and Standard toolbars dozens of 
times. But when was the last time you used any- 
thing on the Borders, Reviewing, or Watch 
Window toolbars? When was the last time you 
even had these toolbars 
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You don't know 

Excel until you 

know all its 

toolbars. 

Exploring each 

one will probably 

reveal at least 

one feature that 

can make a big 

difference in how 

you work. 



visible on your screen? 

The fact is, Micro- 
soft's programmers did 
a pretty good job of 
grouping the most com- 
monly used features 
into a confined space. 
That makes it easy to 
find most of what you 
need, but also tends to 
make most of us forget 
about a lot of other cool 
tools. This month, we 
take a quick tour of a 
few toolbars you've probably never used or maybe 
never even heard of. They may be obscure, but 
they're worth a look. 

Toolbar Basics 

You may be in such a toolbar rut that you 
don't even know how to bring new ones to your 
screen. If so, click View and Toolbars. This lists 
all the available Excel toolbars and lets you click 
one to make it appear. Some appear as toolbars 
floating in the center of the screen; others auto- 
matically dock to the top or bottom of the 
window. You can move them to new spots by 
dragging them to a new position. 

While you're looking at the toolbars, keep the 
key combination SHIFT-F1 in mind. When you 
press it, a question mark appears beside the 
pointer. Click any toolbar button for a pop-up 
explanation of what it does. 

Borders. Here's a quick path to jazzing up your 
cells. The tools on this bar let you add borders to 
everything from an entire group of cells to a 
single side of a single cell. You can choose the 
pattern and color of the border lines, as well. 



Chart. Use this toolbar to turn numerical data 
into visual representations such as bar charts, line 
charts, and even pie and doughnut charts. The 
toolbar lets you quickly make the visual translation 
and choose from nearly 20 kinds of charts. It also 
offers buttons for modifying how the labels appear 
and tweaking the colors for better readability. 

Formula Auditing. This toolbar may contain 
the most insightful tools you've never heard of. 
Formula Auditing highlights which cells send data 
to other cells, revealing the connections among 
numbers in complex worksheets. When you're 
working with complicated relationships, this 
toolbar can be surprisingly revealing. Visible ar- 
rows point to all the numbers that are contributing 
to such things as your quarterly profit margin. 

Picture. This one lets you edit images you add 
to worksheets. It's probably less useful here than 
in a program like PowerPoint, but with so many 
worksheets becoming visual presentation tools, 
you may use this more than you expect. 

Protection. Nobody messes with your work- 
sheets once you learn your way around this 
toolbar. It contains tools for protecting sheets 
and locking cells, letting you share a file with 
someone without worrying about them futzing 
around with the numbers inside. 

Reviewing. Use these tools when you're sharing 
a file with co-workers to get their feedback. During 
the review process, everyone gets his own copy of 
the file, adds his comments, and sends them back 
to you. The buttons handle jobs such as adding 
comments to cells, hiding comments, removing 
comments, and distributing the file via email. 

Watch Window. Choosing this toolbar opens a 
small window on the right side of the screen. Try it, 
and you may soon decide it's the handiest Excel 
discovery you've made in awhile. Watch Window 
lets you keep a constant eye on cells you select. It's 
indispensable when you're changing figures in a 
large worksheet and want to see how it's affecting 
the bottom line displayed many rows or columns 
away from where you're working. 

Customize. This one isn't a toolbar, but it's a 
way to build your own toolbar. After you finish 
cruising through all of Excel's regular toolbars, 
cherry-pick the features you use most and as- 
semble them into one custom bar. II 

by Trevor Meers 



66 February 2007 / www.smartcomputing.com 



Quick c - 4: 
How-To 



Browsers 

Browse Better With Firefox 2.0 



Firefox 2.0 



Beginner 



Firefox, the browser that finally prodded 
Microsoft into working on a new version of 
Internet Explorer, sports a new version number 
after its name and some updated features to go 
with it. Unlike the similarly new IE 7.0, Firefox 
2.0 retains the same basic look and feel as its pop- 
ular predecessor. The improvements may be a bit 
subtle, but they make a good browser even better. 
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Running Tabs 



Firefox 2.0 

automatically 

adds RSS 

(Really Simple 

Syndication) 

subscriptions to 

the feed reader 

of your choice. 



The first thing you might no- 
tice with the updated Firefox 
(available at www.mozilla.com) 
is that tabs work a wee bit dif- 
ferently. Rather than having one 
tab close button at the far right 
side of the tab bar, each tab now 
has its own close button. 

The next tab -related improve- 
ment shows up when you open 
a lot of pages at once. Once the 
tabs become too numerous to fit 
across the top of the browser window, small arrow 
buttons appear at either end of the tab bar. Click 
those arrows to scroll from left to right. To scroll 
quickly to the tab you want, hover your mouse 
pointer over one of the arrows and move the 
mouse scroll wheel back and forth. 

The list of tabs may well be longer than you're 
used to seeing, because the new Firefox opens links 
by default in new tabs rather than new windows. 
This cuts down on Desktop clutter but might take 
some adjustment for those not used to it. 

If you accidentally close a tab, never fear. Click 
the History menu and then Recently Closed Tabs. 
Tabs that were active earlier in the browsing session 
will be listed here. In fact, if your entire browser 
closes because of some software glitch, you can 
fairly easily get back to where you were before. 
Firefox now incorporates a Session Restore func- 
tion that reloads your tabs, extra windows, down- 
loads, and even the text you had typed into online 
forms. After a forced quit, Firefox will ask whether 
you want to restore the session. 



Type Away 

Many users will appreciate Firefox s new built- 
in spell checker. As in modern word processing 



programs, Firefox underlines potentially misspelled 
words as you type. You can right-click on an un- 
derlined word to see suggested alternative spellings. 
If none of the suggested spellings look right, you 
can try spelling the word in a slightly different way 
to generate additional suggestions. 

The spell checker doesn't always work quite 
right. Some sites include right-click and other func- 
tionality of their own that seems to override the 
spell-checking abilities of Firefox. Overall, though, 
it comes in mighty handy. 

When you're not sure what you're writing 
about, much less how to spell it, Firefox also pro- 
vides a more useful built-in search function. The 
search box in the upper-right corner of the browser 
includes drop-down search term suggestions that 
show up automatically when you begin to type a 
Google, Yahoo!, or Answers.com search. The 
search engine box can be reconfigured to feature 
your favorite tools; click the Down arrow next to 
the search engine icon and choose Manage Search 
Engines. In the dialog box, you can rearrange the 
sites and turn on or off the search suggestions. 

Feed Feast 

One of Firefox's nice improvements (for those 
of us addicted to RSS [Really Simple Syndication]) 
is better support for Web feeds. Firefox and other 
browsers have been tinkering with displaying Web 
feeds as part of the browser itself, but these built-in 
solutions are still not ready for prime time. Firefox 
supplements its Live Bookmarks RSS feature with 
a setting to subscribe to feeds in one of several 
popular online readers. 

Choose your favorite from among My Yahoo!, 
Google Reader, and Bloglines listed in the Firefox 
Options menu. Click Tools, Options, and Feeds. If 
you'd rather use a standalone feed reader applica- 
tion, click Choose Application and select it on your 
computer. Next time you find yourself at a page 
that features RSS feeds, you'll notice the feed icon 
on the right edge of the address field. Click that 
icon for a confirmation page to add that feed to the 
online reader you selected or a similar dialog box in 
your standalone feed reader. You could even sub- 
scribe to feeds at www.mozilla.org to learn about 
the next Firefox release as soon as it happens. II 

by Alan Phelps 
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Troubleshoot Printing Issues 




No matter how much of a digital photo enthu- 
siast you are, sooner or later, you'll want to 
print your electronic work. What looks great on 
the monitor, however, doesn't always translate 
into print. Here are some tips and troubleshooting 
advice for printing with Paint Shop Pro 9. 

My photo looks fine on the screen, but it looks 
grainy or blurry when I print it. 

The fix lies in understanding how the software 
and your printer each measure and create an 



The Image Information dialog box 

indicates how large an image is in pixels 

and how many pixels per inch it has. 
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image's resolution. Digital im- 
age software applications, including Paint Shop 
Pro, measure image resolution in ppi (pixels per 
inch). A printer, though, 
measures resolution in dpi 
(dots per inch). Although 
these two terms often are 
used interchangeably, ppi 
and dpi are not the same. 
One pixel (on a screen) can 
be represented by multiple 
dots (on a piece of paper). 

The higher the resolution 
of the photo, the higher the 
printer resolution should be. 
Paint Shop Pro recommends that if you 
have a 300dpi printer, use an image in the 
range of 72 to 120ppi. For a 600dpi printer, 
use an image in the range of 125 to 170ppi. 
For a 1,200dpi printer, use a 150 to 200ppi image. 

Keep in mind that the larger you want the photo 
to be, the higher the image's required pixel count. 
In general, for a 4- x 6-inch print, it's best if the 
pixel count is between 1,500 x 900 and 1,800 x 
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1,200. For an 8- x 10-inch print, the pixel count 
should be between 2,700 x 1,800 and 3,000 x 2,400. 
Check an image's pixel count by opening it in Paint 
Shop Pro, right-clicking the image, selecting Image 
Information, and looking at the Dimensions value. 

There's an ugly white band across my photo. 

Odds are you're printing to an HP printer. HP 
printers include a nifty feature called Digital Flash. 
Digital Flash automatically fills in the dark areas of 
a photo. It can also interfere with photos you've 
edited in Paint Shop Pro, and sometimes your best 
option is to turn this feature off. 

The exact steps to take will vary, depending 
upon your printer model number and exact soft- 
ware, but you can follow these basic steps. Open a 
photo in Paint Shop Pro, go to the File menu, and 
select Print. In the Print dialog box, click the Print 
button. This brings up a new dialog box. Select 
Paper Type/Quality from a drop-down menu and 
click the Digital Photo tab. In the drop-down 
menu, select Digital Flash. Deselect the Auto 
checkbox and click Print. The photo should now 
print without that annoying white band. 

I want to print a borderless image. 

When you print a photo, your printer may auto- 
matically place a blank border around photo. Many 
printers, however, let you select a borderless op- 
tion. Open a photo in Paint Shop Pro and from the 
File menu, select Print. Click the Properties button. 

The exact screen you see will vary by printer 
make and model, but somewhere in the dialog box 
you will see an option for paper size and type. 
Select this option and look for the printer's border- 
less option. In our illustration, when we select a 
paper size, we also must select the Borderless radio 
button. A pop -up message then tells us that the 
page will be enlarged slightly. Click OK and click 
OK again to return to the main Print dialog box. 

A Final Word On Drivers 

Remember that it's important to download and 
install the most recent drivers for your printer. 
Visit the manufacturer's Web site for the latest 
driver, and once you've installed it, you may see 
your Paint Shop Pro printing woes disappear. II 

by Heidi V.Anderson 
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To keep your 

fonts intact 

when you move 

a presentation 

to another 

computer, use 

the Pack And 

Go Wizard to 
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slides and fonts 
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Other than word processors, almost no pro- 
gram emphasizes words as much Power- 
Point. The precious few you squeeze onto each 
slide have to communicate effectively. This 
month, we address some common problems that 
can keep your words from carrying their message. 

How can I make hard-to-read text more visible? 

The answers here may seem obvious, but you 
probably can think back to the last presentation 
you saw and realize that unreadable text is en- 
demic among PowerPoint users. Many presenters 
seemingly can't stop themselves from doing things 
such as putting red type on green backgrounds. 
(Christmasy, yes, but not very readable.) Or they 
always use the most elabo- 
rate fonts they can find. 

Never sacrifice legible 

text for a snappy color 

scheme. Most audiences 

want information, not 

decorating ideas. Your 

best bet for easily visible 

color combinations is 

sticking to PowerPoint's 

built-in color schemes. In 

general, rely on simpler 

fonts; use ornate ones like 

Cloister Black sparingly. And after you've made 

your choices, always stand back a few feet and 

look at the slides for readability. 

Why do I keep finding spelling errors on my slides 
after I've run a spelling check? 

The misspelled words are probably in places 
such as charts and WordArt. These are zones that 
spell check doesn't enter, so you're on your own 
there. But the good news is that spell check does 
look for problems in your slide masters, which 
control text that appears on each slide in a pre- 
sentation. That means spell check will save you if 
you've added words such as "Sales Meeteng 
2007" to every slide for an upcoming conference. 

Vm trying to add text to an AutoShape rectangle y 
but my text is wider than the shape. How do I get 
it to stay inside the box? 

Right-click the AutoShape and choose Format 
AutoShape. In the dialog box that appears, click 
the Text Box tab. Now you have two options. If 



you need to keep the AutoShape's size as is, check 
the box beside Word Wrap Text In AutoShape. 
This automatically returns the text to a new line 
whenever it approaches the shape's width. If 
you'd rather the AutoShape morph its appear- 
ance to accommodate your text, choose Resize 
AutoShape To Fit Text. 

Why do my fonts look different every time I move 
a presentation to another computer? 

Not all machines have the same fonts installed, 
a fact that can wreak havoc on your carefully pre- 
pared slides. When a new computer substitutes 
different fonts, it can disrupt the entire design of 
slides, changing text so much that it no longer fits 
in the space you gave it. The best solution is but- 
toning your presentation up in a nice portable 
package. Choose File and Pack And Go for a 
wizard that pops up to help you package the pre- 
sentation. You'll see an option that lets you 
embed your fonts into the package so that they're 
available on the destination computer. The wizard 
even can include a PowerPoint viewer so the pre- 
sentation runs on computers without PowerPoint 
installed. (You'll probably have to download the 
viewer from Microsoft's Web site first.) 

A simpler, quick- and- dirty method is choosing 
File and Save As. In the Save As Type drop -down 
box at the bottom of the screen, choose JPEG. 
This basically saves each slide as a screen shot 
that's viewable on virtually any computer. The 
slides will look correct on the destination com- 
puter, but they will be static, meaning none of 
your animations will work. 

Can I use WordArt without looking tacky? 

WordArt — that collection of big 3D text de- 
signs accessible through the Drawing toolbar — is 
a little like spices in cooking. It definitely has a 
place, but overuse is a risk. Many of WordArt's 
designs simply look more appropriate for elemen- 
tary school carnival posters than business presen- 
tations. So if you're seeking an upscale look, 
choose carefully. But don't get scared completely 
away from WordArt. After you insert WordArt, 
experiment with the buttons on the WordArt 
toolbar to modify the look until you come up 
with creative designs that fit your style. II 

by Trevor Meers 
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Make The Most Of Undelete 
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The Undelete 
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Use the Toolbar 
Editor to add the 
Undelete button 

to your toolbar. 



Last month, we discussed WordPerfect's Undo 
and Redo tools. As if those tricks weren't 
enough, WordPerfect has another method for re- 
covering deleted text: Undelete. 

Undelete is particularly helpful for those times 
you've been tapping out your thoughts and contin- 
uously deleting pieces only to remember a sentence 
that would work perfectly in the new paragraph 
you're working on. In many applications, that sen- 
tence would be lost to you, unless you wanted to 
lose any changes made since 
by using the Undo feature. 
Not so with Undelete. You can 
choose any of the previous 
three deletions to recover. Also, while Undo re- 
stores deletions at the point in the document where 
they were made, Undelete lets you place the deleted 
item wherever you place your cursor. 

Undelete Toolbar 

To recover deleted text using Undelete, first 
click where you want to insert the deleted text. 
Press ALT-SHIFT-BACKSPACE. This opens the 
Undelete toolbar, a strip with several buttons to 
choose from. WordPerfect displays the deleted text 
at the cursor insertion point and highlighted for 
easy identification. You can choose to 
restore the highlighted text or call up a 
previous deletion. 

To simply insert the most recently 
deleted item, click Restore. This closes 
the dialog box and saves any changes 
you have made. Click Previous to dis- 
play an earlier deletion or Next to see 
a newer deletion. When you find what 
you're looking for, click Restore and 
the text appears in the document 
where your cursor is placed. 

The Cancel button, as you might 
expect, cancels the Undelete action and closes 
the dialog box without saving any changes you 
have made. 



Copy & Move 

The Undelete feature doesn't use the Clip- 
board — it works exclusively with items that have 
been deleted, rather than cut or copied. So if 
you've clipped something to the Clipboard that 
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you still want to use, but accidentally erased with 
another copy or cut command, the Undelete tool 
is a good option. For example, suppose you want 
to paste two items into a document repeatedly — 
perhaps you're editing a form letter and need to 
refresh some names and dates. Use Copy and 
Paste for the name and Delete and Undelete for 
the date. As long as you're careful not to do much 
deleting in between, you'd have both the new 
name and the new date at your disposal. 

Select the item you want to be able to reuse in 
multiple places. Delete it, put the cursor where 
you want the text to appear, and press ALT- 
SHIFT-BACKSPACE to restore it in the location 
you choose. Move the cursor to the next location 
and press that key combination again. 

Add Button 

Corel does not include a corresponding button 
on the default toolbar. If you prefer buttons to key 
combinations, don't let this dissuade you from 
using it — simply add a button yourself. 

To add the Undelete button to your toolbar, 
right- click the toolbar and choose Edit from the 
available options. In the Toolbar Editor dialog 
box, on the Features tab, choose Edit from the 
Feature Categories list. A new set of options ap- 
pears in the Features box. Scroll down until you 
find Undelete and select it. Click Add Button, 
and you'll see an icon appear of a tiny trash can 
with an even tinier crumpled paper going back in 
it. Click OK to close the dialog box. To move the 
button closer to other editing tools, press ALT 
and drag the button to a new location. 

When you click the Undelete button, the last 
deletion is highlighted as the Undelete floating 
toolbar appears. Make your choice and click 
Restore, just as before. 

Unlimited Potential 

In our experiments with Undelete, we didn't 
find limitations that affected our use of the 
tool — it could store and restore sentences, para- 
graphs, tables, graphics, or an entire document. 
It's worth playing around with Undelete just to 
see how much it can do. II 

by Anne Steyer Phelps 
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SMART COMPUTING ONLINE 



Do It Yourself! 




It can be difficult to know where 
to start when dealing with com- 
puters and technology and the 
problems that sometimes come 
with them. For example, your 
email isn't being delivered prop- 
erly, or maybe you can't open 
attachments. Perhaps your sys- 
tem is acting up, and every time 

you reboot, you're met with a Blue Screen Of Death. What 
do you do? Where can you go for help? 

Troubleshoot your way through these computer prob- 
lems and many more with SmartComputing.com's Basic 
Troubleshooting Articles. This comprehensive list of arti- 
cles is made up of topics including operating systems, soft- 
ware, spyware, security, and privacy. Each article starts at 
square one and quickly guides you through fundamental 
checks and tests. Find the entire list of articles in the Tech 
Support Center at SmartComputing.com today! 

1 Go to SmartComputing.com and click into the Tech 
Support Center. 

2 Click the Basic Troubleshooting Articles link. 

3 Search articles by category to find the answers you need. 

Subscribers, be sure to log in and add these helpful arti- 
cles (and other articles from the Smart Computing Web 
site) to your Personal Library. It's a great way to keep all of 
your information in one convenient location. Remember 
that you can not only store these articles, but you can also 
customize the folders and subfolders you put them in for 
easy access later on. 



Basic Troubleshooting 
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dia gnosis 



by 



knowledge 



Troubleshooting a malfunctioning computer means 
diagnosing the problem. The word "diagnosis" is made 
up of two Greek words: dia, which means by, and gnosis, 
which translates to knowledge. 



Early beta versions 
of Microsoft Vista appar- 
ently contained Red 
Screens Of Death, in addi- 
tion to the more tradi- 
tional blue version. 
Microsoft removed 
them in later builds. 
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To view articles as PDF (Portable Document 

Format) files, simply click the View PDF 
Issues link in the My SmartComputing 
.com section at the top of the home 
page. There are two files for every issue, 
Best Quality and Loads Fastest, the 
latter of which will be quicker for 
those with slower connec- 
tions to download. 



From Smart Computing's Online Dictinary 



beta testing 



In the development of hardware and software, 
releasing a product to a group of testers before 
releasing it to the general marketplace. The 
process is an effort to discover flaws and correct 
them before the product's final release. 
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Quick Tips 

Secrets For Succeeding In Common Tasks 



by Stephen J. Bigelow 



System Tray 



External 
Hard Drives 



Microsoft 
Word 2003 



It's a pain when the System Tray hides 
my icons. I can't see what's running. Is there a 
way to see everything in the System Tray at the 
same time? 

Answer: This is a normal feature of Windows XP 
that is used to unclutter the Taskbar. If you 
want to see everything running in the System 
Tray, click the small Left arrow on the left side 



of the System Tray, and it will expand to show 
all of the System Tray icons temporarily. If 
you'd rather open up the System Tray perma- 
nently, right- click anywhere in the System Tray 
and select Properties. Select the Taskbar tab and 
deselect the Hide Inactive Icons checkbox. Click 
Apply and click OK to accept your changes. 
Now all of your icons will appear in your 
System Tray continuously. 



Is it safe to use an external hard drive? 
Isn't it an invitation for someone to steal it? 

Answer: Theft is a potential threat for all of your 
home or SOHO (small office/home office) elec- 
tronics. If you're using an external USB hard 
drive to back up your important personal or 
work data, the threat is even more severe. There 
are several ways to help protect your external 
drive. First, select a USB drive that includes a se- 
curity lock feature (such as a Kensington lock 



slot). This lets you use a locking cable to tether 
the drive to the desktop PC itself, a nearby pipe, 
or other item that cannot be moved. Another al- 
ternative is to disconnect the external drive and 
keep it under lock and key (in a desk or closet) 
when it's not being used. Finally, you can encrypt 
sensitive disk contents using a tool such as PGP 
(Pretty Good Privacy) Whole Disk Encryption 
from PGP Corporation ($49; www.pgp.com). 
This way the data remains secure even if the 
drive is lost or stolen. 



Is there an easy way to access tracking/ 
reviewing tools in Microsoft Word? 

Answer: Microsoft Word 2003 provides an entire 
toolbar dedicated to managing changes and 
comments, allowing you to quickly accept or re- 
ject changes and address comments placed 



within the text by others. With Word running, 
click View, click Toolbars, and then select 
Reviewing. The Reviewing toolbar will then ap- 
pear along the top of your Word window. You 
can enable other toolbars using this same 
process or disable unneeded toolbars by simply 
deselecting unwanted toolbars. 




lock (he taskbar 
□ Auto-hide the taskbar 
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Configure the 
Taskbar to place 
each application 
window into its 
own Taskbar 
button rather than 
grouping similar 
windows into the 
same button. 
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The Reviewing toolbar brings all of the document tracking 
and management tools to your document window. 
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Prevent unwanted images 
from appearing in your emails 
by disabling automatic image 
downloads in Outlook. 
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Quick Tips 




Wireless 
Internet 



Connectivity 



Microsoft 
Outlook 2003 



Microsoft 
PowerPoint 



n: How do I get better signal strength with 
my wireless Internet connection? 

Answer. Wireless signal strength is typically repre- 
sented as a series of five green bars. Limited signal 
strength occurs when you are too far away from an 
available access point; there is radio interference 
from another source; or there is attenuation (signal 
loss) caused by walls, floors, and other structural el- 
ements. In practice, poor signal strength manifests 
itself as low connection/data speeds. 

First, check the antennas on your wireless router or 
access point (and any desktop PC wireless 
adapters). Make sure that the antennas are securely 
attached with a vertical orientation. Next, check for 
the presence of electronic interference, such as mi- 



crowaves and cordless telephones that operate on 
the same 2.4GHz band used by most wireless NICs 
(network interface cards). That is, if you notice a 
hit to your connection speeds when someone is 
walking by with a cordless phone or microwaving a 
burrito, chances are you've found the problem. 

Otherwise, you're probably too far away from the ac- 
cess point, or there are too many walls, floors, or 
doors between wireless points. Try moving around, 
or get a little closer to the wireless router and look for 
a location where the signal is better. You may get 
some benefit from better- quality or directionally en- 
hanced antennas, and a wireless range extender 
(such as a Linksys WRE54G [$99; www.linksys 
.com] ) positioned between you and the access point 
can also help bridge longer distances. 



r. I bought a new PC and flat-panel dis- 
play. Is it better to connect the two with a VGA 
(Video Graphics Array) or DVI (Digital Visual 
Interface) cable? 

Answer: These are two different ways for video 
signals to be exchanged between the video 
adapter and the display. VGA is the traditional 
connection, exchanging RGB (red-green-blue) 
analog signals. DVI is a newer scheme repre- 
senting pixels as digital data. DVI is typically im- 
mune to electrical interference that can influence 
the analog RGB signals and cause improper 



coloring, so DVI video connections have a repu- 
tation for better clarity and color purity. 

To use the DVI connection, the video adapter and 
LCD must have a DVI connector, and you must 
use a DVI cable between the two. You won't notice 
the difference between RGB and DVI signals unless 
you're working at very high resolutions where the 
video signal bandwidth is incredibly high, and any 
electrical distortion or interference in the RGB 
cable would manifest visually in color bleeding, 
usually causing a blurring effect that is most no- 
table in fast-changing images, such as games. 



With all the spam and viruses around, 
I'm worried about unwanted pictures appearing 
in my emails. Is there any way to stop images 
from showing up automatically in Outlook? 

Answer: By default, Outlook 2003 should block 
images in emails that are not from trusted 
sources. However, if your defaults have previ- 
ously been changed, you can adjust Outlook's se- 
curity settings to block images for you. Click 



Tools and Options and select the Security tab. 
Click the Change Automatic Download Settings 
button and select the Don't Download Pictures 
Or Other Content Automatically In HTML E- 
mail checkbox. Click OK to save your changes. If 
you want to view pictures that have been blocked, 
click the information bar at the top of the mes- 
sage (telling you that the images have been 
blocked) and click Download Pictures from the 
drop-down menu. 



How do I prevent that useless black slide 
from appearing at the end of my PowerPoint show? 

Answer: If you'd rather just end your show on the 
final slide instead of PowerPoint's default black 



slide, start PowerPoint and click Tools and 
Options. Select the View tab and deselect the End 
With Black Slide checkbox. Click OK to save your 
changes. Now the presentation will end on your 
final slide. 
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Alternative Keyboards 



What's The Right Type For You? 

Computer keyboards have been around a long time. 
But in spite of the many improvements and 
enhancements made to keyboards, they haven't 
changed all that much. No matter what color or size they 
are, how many keys they have, how their layout appears, or 
how many cool features they include, all keyboards still have 
the same function. 

An increase in computer use is one reason we have seen so 
many changes in keyboard design over the years. This in- 
crease has resulted in a growing number of keyboard- related 
injuries, known as RSIs (repetitive strain injuries). These are 
injuries that affect muscles, tendons, and nerves and are 
caused by a mixture of poor ergonomics, bad posture, phys- 
ical stress, and repetitive motion. Thus, we have seen a va- 
riety of keyboard designs devised to help reduce awkward 
hand positions and poor posture and to help increase users' 
overall comfort. 



ANYCOM Stowaway Keyboard BFK-200 

($149.99; www.anycom.com) 

This unique keyboard (which ANYCOM also refers to as its Foldable 
Keyboard) is the perfect travel companion; it works with almost all 
Bluetooth-enabled devices, letting users quickly check emails, type 
memos, or surf the Web while on-the-go. Its patented design offers a 
full-sized QWERTY keyboard, but users can fold it up and tuck it into a 
pocket or purse when not in use. It is powered by two AAA batteries 
and provides up to 60 hours of operating time. User-programmable 
shortcut and command keys provide easy access to applications. 



Other reasons for advances in keyboards are simply to pro- 
vide convenience for users. For instance, Bluetooth- capable 
keyboards allow users to work wirelessly or connect to mo- 
bile devices. Other keyboard models, including foldable, 
roll- up, or virtual keyboards, allow users to easily take their 
keyboards with them. 

There are even alternative keyboard layouts that claim to im- 
prove typing speed. Many of us remember learning to 
touch-type in a high school typing course, while others are 
self-taught typists. For those who still use the two- finger 
typing method, keyboards have been developed that suppos- 
edly help increase productivity. 

We took a look at various keyboards and found several alter- 
natives to the traditional, 104-key QWERTY with which 
most people are familiar. We tested keyboards that come in 
all shapes and sizes (and offer some pretty nifty features, too). 
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New Standard Ergonomic Keyboard 

($69.95; www.newstandardkeyboards.com) 

This economically designed keyboard does exactly what its name implies — it sets 
a new standard for computer users of any skill level. The first thing you'll notice 
about the NSK (New Standard Keyboard) is its compact size, as it only has 53 keys. 
The keyboard's characters are alphabetically arranged, starting with "ABC" instead 
of the "QWE" of a QWERTY layout. The keys are arranged to allow smooth finger 
movements when typing common letter sequences in order to improve efficiency 
and benefit nontypists. There are only four rows of keys, which are aligned and an- 
gled to correspond with natural hand movements to help avoid unnecessary finger 
stretching. The NSK comes in silver-and-black or as a rainbow model with color- 
coded functions. 
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Logitech diNovo Edge 0000000000004 

($199.99; www.logitech.com) 

Logitech dubs the diNovo Edge as "the world's most advanced keyboard/' We 
think it's just downright cool. With its ultra-slim design (only three-quarters of 
an inch thick), the keyboard's glossy black finish and brushed aluminum frame 
is eye-catching, to say the least. However, the diNovo Edge offers more than just stun- 
ning looks. Bluetooth technology enables users to roam up to 30 feet from the transceiver. The 
F-keys also function as multimedia keys, and when pressed, they illuminate orange. The orange back- 
lighting is also seen in the touch-sensitive volume slider control and the TouchDisc, which lets users 
scroll and navigate without using a mouse. The diNovo Edge comes with a stylish stand that serves as 
a charging base, as well as a space-saving display stand for when the keyboard is not in use. 





Microsoft Wireless Entertainment Desktop 8000 

($299.95; www.microsoft.com) 

Microsoft's new keyboard-and-mouse ensemble is slated to be released this 
spring. And as far as alternatives go, this keyboard has it all (at least in terms of 
entertainment and Windows controls). The Desktop 8000 delivers up to 30 feet 
of wireless performance with 2.4GHz Bluetooth, and First Connect Technology 
allows the combo to connect with your PC right out of the box. It also has an in- 
tegrated charging hub that has four USB ports. Several buttons provide easy 
Windows access, including Windows Start, Media Center Start, Windows Live 
Call, and Windows Gadget buttons. The Desktop 8000 incorporates several tech- 
nologies from Synaptics (www.synatptics.com), including capacitive presence 
detection that senses when the user approaches in order to adjust settings and 
backlighting accordingly. The Desktop 8000 is compatible with Windows XP, 
Windows Vista, and WinXP Media Center Edition. 



ThinkGeek Roll-Up Keyboard 4 

($23.99; www.thinkgeek.com) 
Here's a full-sized keyboard you can take with you anywhere 
you go and simply roll it up for easy storage when you're not 
using it. This keyboard features the standard 1 04 keys in a 
QWERTY layout. It may take a bit of practice to find the center 
of the keys, but wider keys such as the BACKSPACE and 
Spacebar include multiple sensors to help improve accuracy. 





Chester Creek Technologies KinderBoard A A * 
($79; www.chestercreektech.com) 
Your little tykes will be professional typists in no time with the 
innovative KinderBoard. The oversized 1-inch keys are color- 
coded for easy identification, and all nonessential keys have 
been removed to reduce clutter and confusion. Easy-to-read 
numbers and letters make this a good first keyboard for 
children learning the alphabet and character sets. 



I-Tech Virtual Laser Keyboard 

($1 79.99; www.virtual-laser-keyboard.com) 
The VKB (Virtual Laser Keyboard) is a small device (about the size of a cell 
phone) that uses a combination of infrared and laser technology to project 
a full-sized, illuminated keyboard image on any flat surface. The VKB can 
be used with a PC, laptop, or compatible mobile device (a list of compatible 
devices is posted on the company's Web site). To type, users press the 
laser-generated key images; VKB's technology then interprets the finger 
movements and translates them into actual keystrokes. 
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TECH SUPPORT 



What To Do When . . . 

You Have Trouble 
Accessing A Web Site 
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Your Web browser or antispyware's 
pop-up blocker may be preventing you 
from accessing some Web sites. You can 
set Internet Explorer's pop-up blocker to 
block only certain sites. 



Some things in life we count on without 
thinking, such as the sunrise or tap water. 

Other things aren't quite so certain, such as a Web 
page opening when we click its link. Though 
it may occur infrequently, there's no doubt you've 
encountered an instance where the Web site you 
wanted to see wouldn't display. 

When this happens, don't panic. There's likely a 
simple solution for the problem, whether it's in your 
control or that of the Web site administrator. Here 
are some suggestions for resolving the problem. 

Turn Off Your Pop-Up Blocker 

Normally, activating your pop-up blocker, 
whether in your Web browser or antispyware 
program, is preferred. How- 
ever, the downside to employ- 
ing strict security measures is 
that sometimes legitimate Web 
sites and online activities can be 
blocked in the process. 

If you're viewing one Web 
page and want to jump to an- 
other by clicking a link, your 
pop-up blocker may prevent 
you from doing so. In theory, 
holding the CTRL key while 
clicking a link should over- 
ride Internet Explorer's pop-up 
blocker, but you may find it 
best just to change the setting. 

To do so, click Tools in IE 
and select Pop-Up Blocker. 
Select Turn Off Pop-Up Blocker 
to shut off the tool entirely or 
select Pop-Up Blocker Settings 
to specify which sites you want to allow. In the 
Pop-Up Blocker Settings dialog box, you can enter 
the URLs of sites you wish to exempt from the pop- 
up blocker. 
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Try Again Later 

Sometimes a Web site 
is inaccessible because its 
server is being overloaded with re- 
quests, or the server may be down tem- 
porarily due to a technical problem caused by 
the site's administrator. 

We encountered this type of problem recently 
with a popular site, ESPN.com, when we tried to 
open it on a Sunday afternoon during the foot- 
ball season. Apparently, we weren't the only 
ones who wanted to get the latest scores and 
stats from the NFL. 

When we tried to open the URL (espn.go 
.com) from our bookmarked Favorites, we 
found a blank screen, although the status bar 
in IE indicated Done, as if we had successfully 
accessed the site. No "Server Busy," "Host 
Unavailable," "DNS [Domain Name System] 
Error," or other error message appeared on the 
screen, but we knew the problem was on ESPN's 
end, not ours, because we could access other 
sites. So we tried to open ESPN.com later in the 
day, and the site worked fine. 

Accessibility problems sometimes happen 
with retail sites or other sites that process a lot of 
user information. Problems can also occur when 
the site administrator is in the process of up- 
dating the site. 

Regardless of what is causing the problem, a 
server-based problem is almost always tempo- 
rary, and the only thing you can do is try to 
open the site later. 

Go Back To The Home Page 

Links in emails and those that turn up on a 
search engine results page often take you to an 
obscure part of a Web site. For instance, you 
may get an email from a friend urging you to 
read a column, and the included link takes you 
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Get Web Sites To Display 



to an archived 
portion of a 
Web site. This 
can lead to a 
problem if the 
specific file or 
article that you 
want to read 
has been moved 
elsewhere in the 
site, renamed, or 
even removed per- 
manently from the site. 
When this is the case, you 
may see an "Error 404 — File 
Not Found" or "Page Cannot Be 
Displayed" message. 

One way to get around this 
problem is to try a shorter version of 
the URL. The shorter the URL you 
use, the closer you are to the main 
portion of the Web site, which is far 
more likely to be accessible than a file 
buried somewhere in the site. 

Let's say someone sends you the 
link to a story about caffeinated en- 
ergy drinks from the CNN Web site. 
The URL looks like this: 

www.cnn.com/2006/HEALTH/ 10/2 
7/energy.drinks.ap/index.html 

If you can't access the article, go to 
the CNN home page and click the 
Health link. The URL now looks like 
this: 

www.cnn.com/HEALTH 
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1. Click the Tools menu, and then click Internet 
Options. 

Automatically detect settings, and then 



and then click About Internet Explorer to 



From this page, 
you can search for 
links that lead to 
the article, or you 
can use the site's 
search engine to 
find it. Web site 
administrators may 
keep old articles ac- 
cessible but change 
the URL once the 
article is no longer 
current or front- 
page news. 

Update Your 
Browser Or Other 
Application 



General I 



You can get I P se if your network 

(• Obtain an » omatically 

rf Use the following IP address: 
IP address: I 



C Obtain DNS server address < 
-C Use the following DNS serve 
Preferred DNS server: 
NS server: 
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Many computers are set up to obtain 
an Internet Protocol address automati- 
cally, as this setting shows. A site's 
inaccessibility could be due to a 
change your Internet service provider 
has made that is affecting this setting. 



need to have the 
free Adobe Reader 
(www.adobe.com). 
The latest version is 
7.0.8. You can use 
an earlier version of 
Adobe Reader; how- 
ever, an older ver- 
sion may not open 
a PDF file that was 
created with the 
latest Adobe pro- 
gram. Just as your 
Web browser should 
be up-to-date, so 
should any other 
software you use to 
access information 
you find online. 



Security settings can support it. C 
then click Internet Options. On 



Trying to access a file that has been renamed or moved on a Web 
site will result in this type of display. 



It's prudent not 
to be the first to download the latest 
software updates. If you wait a while, 
the software maker often works 
out the kinks that inevitably exist in 
the updates. 

But don't drag your feet too long, 
or you'll find that your version of 
the application is too old to be com- 
patible with other programs. This is 
as true of Web browsers as any other 
software. Because Web content is 
constantly changing and Webmas- 
ters are using new technologies 
to create that content, you can't af- 
ford to be denied access because of 
a dated browser or Internet por- 
tal software, such as 
America Online. If 
you're more than 
one version behind 
in your browser — 
say, you're using IE 
5.5 while IE 7.0 is 
now available — it's 
time to update. 

Another good ex- 
ample of how out- 
dated programs can 
block Web access 
is when you try to 
open a PDF (Port- 
able Document For- 
mat) file online. To 
view a PDF file, you 



rrr^ 



Employ Work-Around For IE 7 

To paraphrase Newton's Third Law 
of Motion, for every software action, 
there is an equal and opposite reac- 
tion. In this case, updating your Web 
browser (the first action) may require 
you to fix the reaction that will occur. 

Because IE 7.0 was recently re- 
leased, some Web sites may not yet 
recognize this updated version of the 
Web browser. If you encounter this 
problem, Microsoft recommends 
that you download and use the 
User Agent String Utility, a small 
program that "tricks" the site into 
thinking the user is opening the site 
with IE 6. You can download this 
utility at the Microsoft IE 7 Support 
site (www.microsoft.com/windows 
/ie/support). 

Call Your ISP 

If none of the above steps resolves 
the problem, contact your ISP (In- 
ternet service provider). It's possible 
that your ISP's server is the source of 
the problem or has tweaked some- 
thing that is affecting the ability of 
your Internet connection's current 
Internet Protocol settings to work. II 

by Rachel Derowitsch 
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h, tech support. 

For most of us, it ranks just below a 
triple root canal without Novocain. 
But how else can you describe the 
feeling of spending two hours with a 
copy of Outlook that deletes every 
third email, only to call a support line 
and wait 20, 30, 40 minutes — or 
longer — and then end up speaking to 
someone who can't solve your 
problem (or just doesn't want to)? 

In fairness, some tech support 
agents are wizards, mavens with 
Windows or printer drivers, and 
completely devoted to fixing your 
problem (and your tattered nerves). 
But therein lies the real problem of 
tech support: It relies on luck of the 
draw. Your call to Dell, Sony, or HP 
depends not so much on Dell, Sony, 
or HP, but on the character and 
knowledge of the person who hap- 
pens to pick up the phone. 

What's more, help desk specialists 
are the low men and women on the 
IT totem pole — underpaid, over- 
worked, and, more often than not, 
poorly trained. Many of the biggest 
computer makers now outsource 
their support to small firms that mea- 
sure the time an agent spends on each 
call, doling out promotions based on 
how quickly they get rid of callers. 

That said, we decided to test the 
tech support lines at some of the 



biggest names in notebook and 
desktop computing, as a follow-up 
to a more general tech support test 
we previously conducted. (See the 
August 2004 Smart Computing article 
titled "Support Showdown.") We 
found a range of service that ran the 
gamut from knock-your-socks-off to 
run-for-the-hills. 

How We Tested 

Before we give you the dirt (and 
hand out the praise), a word on how 
we tested. 

Precision was paramount. We 
chose three problems — one easy, one 
not so easy, and one deceptively 
hard — and gave them to each support 
line to solve. We tested each support 
technician's response in terms of time 
(including time spent on hold), com- 
petence, attitude, and mastery of 
English (a growing issue resulting 
from an increase in offshore out- 
sourcing of support services). And, of 
course, we judged them on whether 
they fixed the problems. 

To the greatest degree possible, 
we made sure that each support 
agent was given the same baseline 
equipment to work with: a note- 
book running Windows XP with 
Service Pack 2, 512MB of RAM, and 
a 40GB hard drive. (The exception 
here was eMachines, which does not 
make notebooks.) 




Lastly, we called all support lines 
in the late afternoon or early even- 
ing, avoiding Monday mornings and 
late weekend nights when help desks 
are staffed by a few poor souls in a 
sea of empty cubicles (wishing they'd 
gone to med school like their moth- 
ers told them). 

NOTE: Keep in mind that we're 
testing the companies' technical support, 
not their customer service. The two are 
often intertwined, but they're not really 
the same thing. We'll concentrate on 
customer service in a future article. 

The Problems 

Now, on to the problems. The first 
was simple: We told the support lines 
that our volume control icon had dis- 
appeared from the System Tray, the 
collection of icons in the bottom- 
right corner of the Windows Desktop. 
It's a common problem, and its solu- 
tion is equally common: Simply open 
the Control Panel, double-click the 
Sounds And Audio Devices icon, se- 
lect the Place Volume Icon In The 
Taskbar checkbox, and click OK. 
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Next, we told tech support that our 
built-in Wi-Fi adapter had stopped 
detecting wireless networks. We chose 
this problem because its solution path 
(that is, the step -by- step way to fix a 
problem) is well-known and well-de- 
fined. Start by ensuring the Wireless 
Zero Configuration service is running 
and then with that confirmed, disable 
the built-in Wi-Fi adapter and enable 
it again. If it can't pick up a wireless 
network, uninstall and reinstall the 
adapter itself, rebooting Windows in 
between. If that fails to work, tweak 
the network settings. If nothing solves 
the problem, the hard- 
ware is corrupted and must 
be replaced. (We told the 
agents that a PDA [per- 
sonal digital assistant] with 
a built-in Wi-Fi adapter 
could sense at least three 
Wi-Fi networks within 
range of the notebook they 
were trying to fix, thus pre- 
cluding the notion that a 
network problem, and not 
a notebook problem, was 
the culprit.) 

For the last problem, we 
reported a very common 
complaint: Our computer runs slug- 
gishly. It's deceptively hard to resolve 
this issue for a simple reason — a zil- 
lion problems can cause it, from 
simple ones (too many running pro- 
grams) to fairly obscure issues (a frag- 
mented Registry). Further problems 
include glitches with the swap disk 
(a portion of the hard drive that 
Windows treats as RAM); problems 
with the RAM itself; problems with 
the bus, memory leaks, excessive 
temp files (most of which don't end 
with the extension .TMP); and half a 
dozen other problems. 

By giving support agents such a 
vague complaint with no supporting 
data, we tested their analytic skills — 
and their personalities. (Some agents 
get angry if you give them scant infor- 
mation; some take up the challenge.) 
If the agent could name one or two 
potential solutions to this problem, we 



deemed him an amateur; four or five, 
and we considered him an expert. 

Sony 

We'll start with the company with 
which we had the best overall tech 
support experience. Our support call 
to Sony could be described in a 
single word: flawless. Not only was 
there minimal hold time, but the 
support agent — whom we believe 
worked overseas but had a strong 
command of English — knew exactly 
what to do. 




Some problems, such as a missing volume control icon, are as 
solve as tweaking the settings in the Control Panel. 



He solved the volume control 
problem so quickly that we forgot to 
time it, pointing us right to the 
Control Panel and moving on to the 
Wi-Fi issue. There, our Sony agent 
went through each step of the solu- 
tion path as if he'd been through it a 
dozen times that day. He tested the 
service and the adapter itself. He had 
us uninstall and reinstall the device. 
He made quite a few obscure tweaks 
to the network settings, and when 
none of it worked, he served up the 
bad news gently, suggesting the hard- 
ware was toast. 

We then told him the computer 
was sluggish overall, and he ticked off 
no fewer than five possible causes, 
ranging from the absurdly simple 
("How many programs do you run at 
once?" he asked) to the midrange 
complex (suggesting, "You can adjust 
the size of your page file for better 



performance"). And on top of it all, 
he was quite polite. 

Alienware 

Next up: Alienware, maker of 
high-end PCs for gaming and other 
system-intensive apps. We were 
eager to test its support, as it fared 
best in our August '04 review. Since 
then, we've received a number of 
complaints about Alienware — com- 
plaints that, in fairness, were aimed 
mostly at the firm's customer service, 
not its tech support. (And since then, 
Dell has entered the pic- 
ture, buying the Miami- 
based firm.) 

Our support call began 
with a brief hold and then a 
rep who verified our ac- 
count number and routed 
us to the right team. The 
specialist who took our 
call dealt with the miss- 
ing volume control in short 
order, knowing precisely 
how to fix it. As for the Wi- 
Fi problem, he ran through 
initial steps as expected. 
However, upon checking 
the adapter's status and failing to find 
any glaring problems, the tech 
skipped the option to uninstall and 
reinstall it — a mistake in our book. 
Instead, he chose to try third-party 
software from the adapter's manufac- 
turer, Realtek. That may have solved 
the problem, but given the parame- 
ters we gave — the known presence of 
several working networks and a Wi-Fi 
adapter that appeared to function in 
every respect but its capacity to sense 
those networks — it's more likely that 
hardware, not software, was the issue. 
As for the sluggishness problem, the 
Alienware tech offered an advanced 
solution that has pros and cons. He 
told us to use Msconfig — a built-in 
Microsoft tool that tweaks Windows 
startup options — to disable every non- 
Microsoft program that runs on 
startup. As solutions go, it's novel and 
not bad. It will, after all, speed up 



easy to 
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performance. But telling a user to dis- 
able programs en masse, rather than 
choose among them carefully, could 
deprive the user of antivirus, firewall, 
and spyware protection (not to men- 
tion other crucial add-ons that load at 
startup and should be left untouched). 
That said, the rep we spoke with, 
though a bit hard to understand at 
times, was determined to help — a 
pleasant divergence from some of the 
complaints we'd received. 

Acer 

We'd like to tell you how Acer's 
support line handled our problems, 
but we couldn't find it. In our initial 
tests, Acer's Web site gave us the 
runaround with pages that loaded er- 
ratically, and simply finding Acer's 
tech support contact information was 
a challenge in itself. We started on 
Acer's Web site (www.acer.com), 
where a link named Support & 
Downloads led us through several 
screens that pointed us, in the end, to a 
new Web site: www.acersupport.com. 
Sadly, this Web site refused to load no 
matter how many times we tried, using 
different networks from different ser- 
vice providers as a backstop. (We also 
tried weeks later, to see if the problem 
had been fixed, but it had not.) We 
then went back to the first site to find a 
phone number, but again, we had 
problems getting pages to load and 
had trouble finding a phone number 
listed on Acer's U.S. headquarters site. 
Not to be deterred, we tried the con- 
tact page, but that produced a Page 
Not Found error. 



Lastly, we tried the section named 
Empowering Technology Support, 
which claimed to point us to recent 
software/utility updates. A first at- 
tempt to choose the Pan America & 
Latin America option led to a page 
with server errors — but that problem 
resolved itself on second and third 
attempts to load the page, and we 
were able to find options to submit 
our notebook for depot repair, 
download drivers, and use an online 
support wizard. ("I am the Acer 
Assistant. I'm not a real person, but I 
can understand and answer your 
Aspire 3000 questions.") 

No doubt we could have found a 
support number if we'd donned our 
Sherlock Holmes caps, but we feared 
that after finding it and calling, we 
might say things that can't be printed 
here. In the end, we found a link to 
email questions to the Acer team and 
suspect that Acer prefers to deal with 
support problems through email or its 
Web site. 

HP & Compaq 

When you call the HP/Compaq 
support line, the recording tells 
you that HP is a "J-D- Power and 
Associates Certified Technology 
Service and Support Center." So it 
must be good, right? 

Nope. After pressing a dozen but- 
tons on our phone's keypad, we were 
routed to a support queue where the 
phone's volume dropped to nil — per- 
haps because we were sent overseas. 
When a woman came on the line — 
the hold time was not long, a few 



minutes at most — we could hear so 
little that we had to disconnect. 

Upon calling back, we made it 
through to a decent support rep who 
was flawlessly polite but a bit hard to 
understand given the poor connec- 
tion. He dealt quickly and correctly 
with the network adapter problem, 
until he asked us to connect the PDA 
we mentioned above to the note- 
book by using the Wi-Fi adapter. (It 
can't be done, and there's no reason 
even to try.) He seemed perplexed 
when we brought up that point and 
put us on hold to do some reading. 
As if on cue, we were disconnect- 
ed — the same problem we had in 
August 2004. 

But much to his credit, our sup- 
port rep called us back days later. 
After not reaching us on his first try, 
he continued to call once every two 
days for over a week to attempt to 
finish our support session. Of all the 
vendors tested, HP was the only one 
to attempt a follow-up (save for 
Sony, which did send a follow-up 
email survey). 

Gateway 

We called Gateway, hoping for 
better performance. The agent we 
spoke to was polite to the point of 
charming and clearly sincere in his at- 
tempt to fix our problems, if some- 
what confused about how to do so. 

Starting with the volume icon, he 
suggested we remove and then rein- 
stall the notebook's sound card, an 
approach somewhat akin to hunting 
squirrels with a cannon (again, the 



Tech Support Lines: Best & Worst 


Company Overall Grade Time On Hold Total Time 


Attitude 


Knowledge 


Command Of English 


Sony 


A 


A+ 


A 


A 


A 


A- 


Dell 


A- 


C 


B 


A 


A 


B 


eMachines 


A- 


B 


A 


A- 


A- 


A 


Alienware 


B 


A- 


B 


A 


B- 


B- 


Gateway 


B- 


B+ 


D 


A 


C 


A 


HP/Compaq 


C+ 


B 


C 


A- 


B~ 


C 


Acer 


F 


N/A 


N/A 


N/A 


N/A 


N/A 
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same problem that Gateway gave us 
in August 2004). We suggested his 
approach was drastic, and he put us 
on hold to research the problem. 
In a few minutes he found the an- 
swer, came online, and told us to 
open the Control Panel and take it 
from there. 

And for the network adapter? Our 
support agent put us on hold several 
times to read up on the issue. He did 
lead us to the conclusion that our 
hardware was toast, but it took him 
50 minutes to tell us that. When 
asked about sluggish performance 



Tips For Getting 
The Best Support 

Even though you're at the mercy of the help 
desk agent when you seek tech support, some 
commonsense steps can improve your odds. 



If you can, call at off-peak times. You won't 
spend as long on hold. 



As angry or frustrated as you are, be nice. 

You'll get more help with honey than with 
vinegar. Keep in mind that it's not the rep's fault 
that your computer is messed up. 

Don't be afraid to ask dozens of questions. 

Support reps don't know all the answers, 
but oftentimes they have access to extensive 
documentation that you don't, and they can 
put you on hold to search for an answer if 
they're stuck. 

Push, gently. Tell the support tech you'll be 
willing to hold if he'd like to check with col- 
leagues— or better, a supervisor or Tier II agent— 
to find the answer to a problem he can't solve. 

Get a ticket number and write it down. It will 
save you pounds of frustration if you have to 
call back. 



(the notebook's, not his), he correctly 
explained the nature of temp files and 
why they clog a computer's guts, but 
he offered few other solutions. 

That said, our Gateway rep was 
clearly sincere. We suspect he was 
merely a bit green and would make a 
good support agent with a few 
months' polishing. 

eMachines 



Know your numbers. Have your serial 
•J number, support code, customer number, 
or any other identifying information on hand be- 
fore you call. You'll need it to get through to a 
support agent. 



After a hold time of 12 minutes, 
eMachines dealt with our prob- 
lems quickly. The support tech dis- 
patched our flaky net- 
work adapter to the 
rubbish heap in under 
five minutes, showing 
he not only knew the 
path to resolution, but 
he also had no trouble 
admitting the hard- 
ware should be re- 
placed (something that 
very few hardware ven- 
dors like to do). And to 
eMachines' credit, the 
rep offered to replace it 
at once without a fuss. 

eMachines is owned 
by Gateway, and the 
two companies' sup- 
port lines are staffed 
by the same teams. 
(In fact, our call to 
Gateway's tech support 
line was answered by 
a rep who said, "Wel- 
come to eMachines 
support.") The knowl- 
edge difference be- 
tween the Gateway and 
eMachines reps — who, 
we suspect, work in the 
same building if not on 
the same floor — merely 
proves that support is 
all about luck. The 
random person who 
picks up the phone 
can be saintly, sinfully 
bad, or somewhere in 
between. 



Dell 

Last up was Dell, one of the kingpins 
of personal PCs. Dell's support is dif- 
ferent from others for a single reason: 
It starts with a Dell Express Support 
Code, which is listed on the bottom or 
back of each Dell machine on a label 
cleverly named Express Support Code. 
For users who can't find it, a quick trip 
to Dell's well- designed Web site will 
lead you to a screen that downloads an 
ActiveX control, which in turn exam- 
ines your system and spits out your 
Support Code. 

Code in hand, we called Dell's 
number and spent a few minutes ex- 
ploring its disturbingly perky phone 
system. The rep who finally answered 
our call asked for our Express Sup- 
port Code, which, we presumed, 
would tell her all she needed to know, 
including not only our notebook's 
model number and specs but also our 
name, address, and shoe size. 

Not so. We had to register and then 
reregister when transferred to the 
next support agent. Annoying? Per- 
haps, but offset by the fine perfor- 
mance of Dell's wireless support 
team, a group of well-trained help 
agents who do nothing but diagnose 
Wi-Fi problems such as ours. 

And did they ever see us coming. In 
under 10 minutes, our support tech — 
who we suspect was based in Asia but 
had a fair command of English — 
determined that our hardware was 
having convulsions and had to be re- 
placed, giving an all around tour de 
force performance. 

The Bottom Line 

The five or so hours we spent on 
the phone, hoping for help with a set 
of problems that ranged from quick- 
and-easy to downright hard, prove 
that support is only as good as the 
person giving it. And that means that 
your next call will be heaven or hell 
based on who picks up the phone. II 

by David Garrett 
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Problem: A reader has problems 
sending emails through Outlook 
Express. She believes a file attached to a 
particular message exceeded the max- 
imum attachment size supported by 
her email service provider. She now re- 
ceives an error message each time she 
tries to send email, but she doesn't 
know how to get rid of the error. 

Error Message: "An unknown error 

has occurred. Account:'HotmaiP, 

Server: c http://services.msn.com/svcs/ 

hotmail/httpmail.asp', 

ProtocoliHTTPMail, Server 

Response: 'Message size is too large', 

Port:0, Secure(SSL):No, Error 

Number:0x800045005." 

Solution: We suspect the reader is 

correct in assuming that her oversized 



email attachment caused this particular 
unknown error. We are guessing that 
Outlook Express has retained the mes- 
sage and is trying to resend 
it each time the reader tries 
to send or receive messages. 
We advise her to eliminate 
the message by opening the 
Outbox folder in Outlook 
Express — she'll find it list- 
ed under the Local Folders 
heading — and deleting all 
of the messages located 
inside it. She should close 
Outlook Express and re- 
open it. The unknown error 
should be gone. 

Many email service providers restrict 
the size of email attachments that users 
can send and receive. They do so in 




order to conserve storage space on 
their centralized mail servers, which is 
where incoming and outgoing mes- 
sages reside until they are 
downloaded by a recipient. 
Users should learn the 
maximum attachment size 
supported by their ISPs 
(Internet service providers) 
and avoid attachments ex- 
ceeding that amount. They 
also should familiarize 
themselves with Windows 
XP's Compressed (Zipped) 
Folder utility, which will 
pack large files into small 
packages for easy transmission across 
the Internet. (For more information, 
see the June 2002 Smart Computing 
article titled "Got Zip.") I 



Problem: A reader reports that a 

particular Internet Explorer error 

message pops up on his WinXP 

Desktop at least once every 30 to 50 

seconds. He can close the message, 

but it reappears. The reader receives 

the error message even when he is not 

surfing the Web and even though he 

does not use Internet Explorer. He 

claims that he runs antivirus and 

antispyware software on his PC. 

Error Message: "Web page 
unavailable offline." 

Solution: This error has malware 
infection written all over it. The first 
thing we suggest the reader do is obtain 
the latest virus definitions for his an- 
tivirus utility and perform a full system 
scan. This may entail purchasing a new 
subscription if his old one has expired 
(an outdated antivirus utility will con- 
tinue to check for viruses, but it will 
not have information about the latest 
threats). We also advise him to aug- 
ment his full system scan with a sec- 
ondary scan conducted by one of the 
free online virus-scanning services, 
such as Trend Micro's HouseCall 



(housecall.trendmicro.com) or the 
Panda ActiveScan (www.pandasoft 
ware.com/products/activescan.htm). 

Next, he should download the 
latest updates for his antispyware 
utility and scan his entire system for 
spyware and adware. Again, we ad- 
vise him to augment this scan by ob- 
taining a free antispyware utility, 
such as TrendMicro's Anti-Spyware 
For The Web (www.trendmicro.com 
/spyware-scan) or Lavasoft's Ad- 
Aware SE Personal (www.lavasoftusa 
.com), and performing a secondary 
scan. If the reader's PC has acquired 
a malware infection, the preceding 
scans ought to eliminate the source of 
the error message. 

If the problem persists, however, 
then we recommend the reader open 
Internet Explorer, dig into its File 
menu, and verify the status of the 
Work Offline setting. If the setting has 
a check mark next to it, his browser is 
configured for offline browsing. He can 
disable this function by clicking the 
Offline Browsing option once so that 
the check mark disappears. He should 
close Internet Explorer and wait to see 
if the error messages continue. 



If the error messages continue to ap- 
pear, our final recommendation — 
short of reformatting the hard drive 
and reinstalling Windows — is for the 
reader to verify the Active Desktop set- 
tings and disable all Web pages that are 
set to load automatically. He can do so 
by right- clicking the Desktop and se- 
lecting Properties from the pop-up 
menu. When the Display Properties di- 
alog box appears, he should open the 
Desktop tab and click the Customize 
Desktop button. On the Web tab of the 
resulting Desktop Items dialog box, the 
reader should select any active items 
listed in the Web Pages field and click 
Delete to remove them. He cannot 
delete the My Current Home Page op- 
tion, so he should simply deselect it in- 
stead. He should click OK to save the 
changes and close the dialog boxes. I 
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Problem: Whenever a reader tries 

to send or receive email messages 

within Outlook Express, he receives 

an error message. 

Error Message: "Some errors 

occurred while processing the 

requested tasks. Please review the list 

of errors below for more details. 

Your server has unexpectedly 

terminated the connection. Possible 

causes for this include server 

problems, network problems, or a 

long period of inactivity. 

Account: c HTTP', 

server:' Adelphia.net', ProtocohSMTP, 

Port:25, Secure (SSL):NO, Socket 

Error: 10053, Error Number: 

0x800CCCOF 

The Host HTTP could not be 

found. Please verify that you have 

entered the server name correctly. 

Account: £ HTTP', serven'HTTP', 

Protocol:POP3, Port: 110, Secure 

(SSL):No, Socket Error: 11001, Error 

Number:0x800CCCOD" 



Solution: The reader has experi- 
enced a rather significant problem 
that involves not one but two error 
messages. This kind of problem may 
occur for several reasons, including 
incorrect software settings or a 
malfunctioning network device. To 
resolve the situation, the reader 
must carefully review his system con- 
figuration to figure out where the 
problem lies. 

We recommend that he start by 
examining the obvious: his email 
settings. He should open the Tools 
menu in Outlook Express and select 
Accounts from the menu. On the 
Mail tab of the resulting Internet 
Accounts dialog box, he should high- 
light his troubled email account 
in the Account field and click Prop- 
erties. A properties dialog box will 
appear. The reader should peruse all 
of the settings contained on the five 
tabs of this dialog box, verifying that 
his username, email address, server 
addresses, password, and various 




other settings are configured cor- 
rectly. He may need to contact his 
ISP, which appears to be Adelphia 
.net, to learn exactly what the correct 
settings are. 

Next, he should check his net- 
working hardware to determine that 
it is functioning properly. He should 
pay attention to any blinking lights 
located on the outside of the modem 
and refer to the users manual to de- 
termine whether they indicate a po- 
tential problem or are blinking as 
expected. We also advise him to visit 
the manufacturer's Web site to ob- 
tain all available driver updates. 
Finally, we suggest he physically 
reset his networking hardware by 
turning it off and unplugging it. He 
should shut down the PC, as well, 
and let his equipment rest for at 
least 10 seconds. He then can plug in 
the networking hardware, turn it on, 
and reboot the PC. 

When the computer restarts, he 
should check to see whether the 
problem persists. If it does, he should 
deactivate his security software and 
try using Outlook Express again. A 
sudden inability to send and receive 
email could indicate that his firewall 
or antivirus software is blocking his 
network connection. He should re- 
fer to the users manual or contact the 
security software developer for assis- 
tance in working around this configu- 
ration issue. 

If the previous suggestions fail 
to resolve the problem, we advise 
the reader to reinstall Outlook 
Express. He can do so by opening 
the Start menu, selecting Run, 
typing sfc /scannow in the Open 
field, and clicking OK. He should 
follow the on-screen prompts to 
complete the process. When the re- 
install is complete, he should reboot 
the PC and check for email again to 
see if he can now send and receive 
email messages. I 



Have questions about an error message you've seen? Send us your message (errormessages@smartcomputing.com), and 

we'll try to decipher it. Tell us what version of Windows you're using, give the full text of the error message, 

and provide as many details in your explanation as possible. Volume prohibits individual replies. 
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Update For Windows XP 

Problem: Microsoft identified a 
problem with a Security Updates, 
KB9 17422, which may cause programs 
to suddenly stop during initialization 
without displaying an error message. 

Resolution: Download this update, 
which corrects the problem in the 
Security Update KB917422. Go to 
www.microsoft.com/downloads, type 
KB924867 in the Search field, and 
click Go. Click to select Update For 
Windows XP (KB924867). Click the 
Download button. When prompted, 
choose to save the 919KB file to your 
hard drive. After you've downloaded 
the update, locate the file, which is 
named WindowsXP-KB924867-x86- 
ENU.exe, and double-click it to 
launch the installer. 

www.microsoft.com/downloads 

OpenOffice.org 2.0.4 For Windows 

Problem: Sun Microsystems has 
gathered information about a variety 
of bugs and errors in its free Open 
Office.org suite. For example, some 
program features may cause occa- 
sional application crashes, and at 
times, headers and footers may disap- 
pear from Writer documents. 

Resolution: Download OpenOffice 
.org 2.0.4, which incorporates fixes for 
many of the bugs in the previous re- 
lease. Go to www.openoffice.org. Click 
the Download link on the blue naviga- 
tional bar at the top of the screen. On 
the Download Central screen, click the 
Download Openoffice.org button. On 
the next screen, click Windows to select 
the 98MB update for Windows. Next, 
click the Continue To Download 
button. When prompted, choose to 
save the file to your hard drive. When 
the download is complete, locate the 
file you just downloaded and double- 
click it. Click Next and Unpack. Follow 
the instructions you see in the resulting 
OpenOffice.org 2.0 Installation Wizard 
window to install the update. 

www.openoffice.org 



Microsoft MapPoint Streets & Trips 
2006 Construction Update 

Problem: Periodically, Microsoft 
must release updates to MapPoint 
Streets & Trips 2006 to provide up- 
to-date information about road con- 
struction. 

Resolution: Download and install 
a 117KB file that will incorporate data 
about road construction projects in 
to your copy of Microsoft MapPoint 
Streets & Trips 2006. Go to Microsoft's 
Downloads page (www. microsoft, 
com/downloads) and type MapPoint 
Streets And Trips 2006 Construction 
Update in the Search field and click Go. 
Click MapPoint Streets And Trips 2006 
Construction Update from the list of 
search results. Click the Download 
button in the upper-left corner of the 
Quick Details box to start the down- 
load. When prompted, choose to save 
the file. Browse to C:\PROGRAM 
FILES\MICROSOFT STREETS & 
TRIPS and save the file in the Data 
folder. After the download is complete, 
launch Microsoft MapPoint Streets & 
Trips 2006. The program should incor- 
porate the new construction data into 
its maps. 

www.microsoft.com/downloads 

UltraMon 2.7.1 For Windows 
98/Me/2000/XP/2003 

Problem: Realtime Soft has identi- 
fied a problem in UltraMon 2.7.0 
that causes the UltraMon log-on 
screen saver not to work when 
Windows XP is configured to use the 
log-on screen instead of the Wel- 
come screen. 

Resolution: To regain screen saver 
functionality, download the latest ver- 
sion of UltraMon. Go to Realtime 
Soft's Web site (www.realtimesoft 
.com) and click UltraMon. Click the 
Download link on the left side of the 
screen. The current version is listed at 
the top of the page. For Win98/ 
Me/2000/XP/2003, click UltraMon 
_2.7.1_en_x32.msi. When prompted, 



make sure the Save To Disk radio 
button is selected and click OK. Select a 
location on your hard drive to which to 
save the file. You do not need to unin- 
stall UltraMon 2.7.0 before installing 
the update. The UltraMon installer will 
automatically update the existing in- 
stallation of the software. Locate the file 
you just downloaded and double-click 
to install it. 

www.realtimesoft.com 



Fix Of The Month 



QuickTime 7.1 .3 

Problem: You can't play Quick- 
Time movies, TV shows, or other 
video content that you bought in 
Apple's iTunes Store. 

Resolution: To play videos from 
the iTunes Store, you need Quick- 
Time 7.1.3. Download this update 
from Apple's QuickTime page. Go 
to www.apple.com and click the 
QuickTime tab at the top of the 
page. Click the Download link on 
the blue bar at the top of the page. 
On the resulting screen, click to se- 
lect the QuickTime 7.1.3 With 
iTunes For Windows 2000/XP 
radio button. This will also ensure 
that you have the latest version of 
iTunes that is necessary for buying 
and playing video content from 
the iTunes Store. If you don't want 
to receive emails from Apple about 
products, services, and updates, 
deselect all of the checkboxes listed 
under Sign-Up. Enter your email 
address in the Email Address field 
and click the Free Download Now 
button. Choose to save the file to 
the hard drive when prompted. 
Make sure that neither iTunes nor 
QuickTime are running. Then lo- 
cate the file you downloaded and 
double-click it to launch the in- 
staller. Follow the instructions on- 
screen to complete the installation. 
www.apple.com 
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Need help with your hardware or software? Looking for simple 
explanations on technical subjects? Send us your questions! 

Get straight answers to your technical questions from Smart Computing. Send your questions, 
along with a phone and/or fax number, so we can call you if necessary, to: Smart Computing 
Q&A, P.O. Box 85380, Lincoln, NE 68501, or email us at q&a@smartcomputing.com. Please in- 
clude all version numbers for the software about which you're inquiring, operating system infor- 
mation, and any relevant information about your system. (Volume prohibits individual replies.) 




Utilities 



QI recently purchased a Compaq Presario 
V5000T laptop, and the first thing I did 
was create system restore discs (12 CDs). After 
a few weeks of ownership, I've managed to 
uninstall and clean out all the programs I did 
not care to have that came with the unit. I 
now want to create the system restore discs 
again, but the computer tells me that I'm only 
allowed to do that one time, which I already 
did. So my questions are: Can I get around 
creating just one set of restore discs? If so, 
how can I do this? And if I can create a new 
set, will it be a reflection of my present config- 
uration that I now have on my computer? 

A OEM (original equipment manufacturer) 
system restore discs are convenient for re- 
covering from a failed hard drive. In addition to 
including a copy of your version of Windows, 
they also include any software drivers your 
notebook needs for smooth functioning. 
Unfortunately, they also include a lot of extra- 
neous software that comes bundled by the 
OEM — software that may not always be useful. 
Each OEM creates its own system restore 
disc policy. It's important not to confuse this 
with Windows' System Restore. Although 



you're prevented by Compaq from creating an 
additional system restore set of discs, we'd 
recommend a different strategy even if the 
former weren't prohibited. 

A better alternative is one of the many 
imaging tools available for creating duplicates 
of your hard drive. Two of the most prominent 
utilities available are Norton Ghost 10 ($69.99; 
www.symantec.com) and Acronis True Image 
10 Home ($49.99; www.acronis.com). 

Imaging tools create a snapshot of your ex- 
isting hard drive and copy it to either a second 
drive, a server on your home network, or 
CDs/DVDs. When you need to restore this 
image to either your original hard drive or a 
replacement hard drive, you simply restart 
your computer with a bootable disc. This disc 
contains enough information to allow your 
computer to access and restore the snapshot 
you previously created. 

The advantage to using a dedicated imaging 
tool is that it isn't restricted in its use. You can 
create as many images as you like and roll 
back your computer to a previous image if 
something goes awry during a software instal- 
lation or upgrade. Image discs can also be 
used as a simple backup utility, as well. 



% 



Hardware 



QI think the battery for my HP Pavilion 
5020us has gone south. When I try to 
boot the computer using battery power, 
nothing happens. If I plug in the power 
supply and leave the battery in the battery 
compartment for recharging, the computer 
will boot up. However, it will shut down 
after the Desktop appears. The battery icon 
no longer appears in the lower-left corner. If 
I open the Power Manager, it shows a bat- 
tery with a red X through it. I can only run 
this laptop using the power supply without 
the battery installed in the battery com- 
partment. In your opinion, does this sound 



like a bad battery, or could I have a more se- 
rious problem? 

A Based on the fact that your notebook 
functions properly when connected solely 
via its power adapter with the battery re- 
moved, it's safe to assume the problem is re- 
stricted to your Pavilion's lithium ion battery. 
You didn't mention when you purchased your 
notebook, but HP includes a one-year hard- 
ware warranty. You can reach HP at (888) 
999-4747 or at its Web site (www.hp.com). If 
your notebook is out of warranty, HP sells a 
replacement Li-Ion battery for $129.99. 
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Windows 



Q Almost without exception, when I open 
any folders in Windows XP Pro, I wish 
to see the Details view, not the Thumbnails, 
Tiles, Icons, or List views. Is it possible to set 
Details as the default view? 

You can set the Detail view as your 
^default system-wide view through 



Windows Explorer. Click Start, All Programs, 
Accessories, and Windows Explorer. Click 
View and Details to configure Windows 
Explorer to display items in the Detail view. 
Next, click Tools, Folder Options, and select 
the View tab. Click the Apply To All Folders 
button, and your settings will persist for all of 
your folders. 



% 



Hardware 



QI have a Shuttle computer with an 
AMD 64-bit 3500+ running Windows 
XP Home. How do I find out what chipset I 
am running and where the chipset is stored? I 
assume that if I install the 64 -bit version of 
the chipset, I can run either a 32- or 64-bit 
version of Windows, and if I install the 32- 
bit chipset, I can only run 32-bit versions 
of Windows. The 64-bit chipset seems 
like the more flexible choice, but perhaps 
more unstable. 

A Each electronic component in your 
computer has a chipset composed of in- 
tegrated circuits designed to interoperate. 
Your Shuttle's motherboard is designed 
around a chipset for AMD's Opteron CPU. 
The only way you could change chipsets 
would be to replace your current mother- 
board and CPU. AMD's Opteron CPU is a 



64-bit processor, and for many applications, 
a 64-bit processor offers greater perfor- 
mance. Conversely, most 64-bit processors 
suffer when running applications designed 
for 32-bit CPUs. Eventually, 64-bit pro- 
cessing will be the norm, but for now, most 
consumer software is written for 32-bit 
processors. AMD has designed a way around 
this conundrum by incorporating technology 
that allows its 64-bit CPUs to run 32-bit ap- 
plications at full speed. Intel has licensed this 
technology for use in its CPUs, as well. 

There are versions of Windows that run in 
64-bit mode, which would run on your 
Shuttle. However, there aren't as many 
software drivers available for this version 
of Windows, and the same is true of con- 
sumer applications. Because of this, we 
recommend sticking with your existing in- 
stallation of Windows. 



Vm> 



Software 



Ql've heard a lot about Linux, but I don't 
want to install it in place of my Win- 
dows OS (operating system). My friends tell 
me I can dual-boot to use Linux, but I'm 
afraid I'll ruin my Windows installation. 
Should I just take the plunge? 

A Dual-booting is a method in which you 
install two or more OSes on one hard 
drive; when you start your computer, you se- 
lect Linux, Windows, or whichever alterna- 
tive OS you've installed. Only one OS can 
work at a time, which is the main limitation 
of dual-booting. Dual-booting isn't difficult 
if you follow the instructions provided with 
most Linux distributions, but it's not our 
preferred method. 



Instead, try out the various versions of 
Linux through the LiveCD system. LiveCD is 
an operating system on a CD (or DVD). You 
simply insert it into your CD/DVD-ROM and 
restart your computer. Your computer will 
boot off the disc and launch Linux. This won't 
alter your existing Windows installation and 
will let you experiment with Linux to see if it's 
to your liking. One of the more popular Linux 
distributions that have a sound LiveCD is 
Ubuntu (https://help.ubuntu.com/commu 
nity/LiveCD). You'll need access to a CD- 
R/RW (CD-recordable/rewriteable) to create 
the LiveCD. 

Using a LiveCD is an excellent way to eval- 
uate Linux without installing it onto your ex- 
isting hard drive, but it still requires you to 
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reboot your computer when you want to use 
Linux. For many users, Windows is a fact of 
life, yet they want to use Linux, as well. Here's 
where virtualization software can help out. 

Visualization software, such as VMware's 
Workstation ($189.99; www.vmware.com) 
or Parallels' Workstation 2.2 ($49.99; www 
.parallels.com), allows you to run multiple op- 
erating systems simultaneously. Normally you 
would run Windows in "host" mode, with 
Linux running as a "virtual machine" inside 
either of the virtualization systems. These 
products allow you to use Windows for 



applications that are designed uniquely for 
Windows, while giving you access to Linux ap- 
plications inside of the virtual machine. Both 
VMware and Parallels offer trial versions. 

A new adjunct to this technology is the vir- 
tual player from VMware. VMware Player is a 
tool that lets you use "appliances" you down- 
load. These appliances can be applications that 
are run in a safe "sandbox," or complete oper- 
ating systems with bundled applications. 
You can download VMware Player at (www 
.vmware.com/products/player) free, and most 
of the appliances are also available free. 



4u 

Windows 



Ql'm running WinXP SP2 (Service Pack 
2), and my computer came preloaded 
with Windows Media Player 9. After about 
a year or so, I upgraded online to version 
10. Everything worked well for at least a 
few months. Suddenly, I discovered that 
I'm no longer able to open video files I re- 
ceive from friends. I'm referring to MPEG 
and WMV files. I keep getting a codec 
error coodll99. I don't understand what's 
wrong. I'm able to view videos that I've saved 
to files on my computer, but I can't view new 
ones that I get via email. I've rolled back to 
version 9 dozens of times and redownloaded 
version 10 dozens of times to no avail. When 
I've tried following the online instructions 
for the 1199 error, it takes me to an area to 



change my speaker's settings, which seems a 
moot point as I've not installed new speakers. 

A The coodll99 error you're experiencing 
is a catchall error that WMP issues 
when it can't open a file. WMP sometimes 
has trouble opening files that are under an- 
other application's control. In this case, your 
email client has control of the video files 
you're trying to play because you're trying to 
open them from within the email applica- 
tion. Simply saving these files to your 
Desktop instead of trying to start them from 
within an email should resolve the problem. 
We recommend the VLC Media Player (www 
.videolan.org). VLC is a free utility that can 
play most audio and video formats. 




Windows 



QI have a Dell 5100C computer with 
WinXP SP2, and I have lost some of the 
programs from the All Programs list. I can see 
the programs by going to My Computer and 
the C: drive. How can I get these programs 
back into the All Programs list? 

A If you log in with a username you don't 
normally use, you may not see all of the 
programs you installed under your old user- 
name. Or, the All Programs list may have been 
corrupted. In addition, if an administrator has 
used Windows Group Policies to restrict certain 
programs, they won't appear on your Start, All 
Programs menu. If an administrator has used 



Group Policies to prevent you from running 
certain programs, you can't undo the blocking 
unless you, too, have administrator privileges. 

If your old user settings have become cor- 
rupted or someone with administrator privi- 
leges has removed that name from the list, you 
may have created a new account or may be 
using someone else's. If this is the case, your 
old settings, such as your background colors, 
wallpaper, screen saver, screen resolution, 
fonts, and more may not have survived the 
changeover. This can include the list of pro- 
grams you installed. You can reinstall them 
(tedious), or you can manually repopulate 
your All Programs list (equally tedious, but 
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If you log in 
with a user- 
name you 
don't normally 
use, you may 
not see all of 
the programs 
you installed 
under your old 
username. 



somehow satisfying). To our knowledge, there 
is no way to perform this task automatically. 

To add to the All Programs list, open the 
Start menu and then open the Programs or 
All Programs folder. You'll see a list of folders 
and some individual programs. Leave this 
window open and start a separate instance of 
Windows Explorer (click Start, select Run, 
type explorer, and click OK). In Windows 
Explorer, double-click My Computer, Local 
Disk (C:), and then find the folder(s) con- 
taining your missing program(s). 

Your choice now is how much or how little 
to drag over to the Programs folder you opened 
earlier. Your Start menu doesn't contain the ac- 
tual programs that start from it. The icons you 
see there are shortcuts to the actual executable 
files representing your desired program. 

In the case of a program such as Microsoft's 
Greetings Workshop, there are two programs 
you may wish to run: Gworkshp.exe (the main 
application) and Gwremind.exe (an event re- 
minder you can set to remind you of your 
spouse's birthday). We'd prefer both of these to 
be available in the All Programs list. 

Switch to the Programs file window. Right- 
click a blank area and select New from the 
context menu. When the next menu appears, 
select Folder. Rename this folder Greetings 
Workshop and press ENTER. (Omit this step 
if you're only moving one program to the All 
Programs menu.) To add a single program to 
the All Programs list, simply drag (with the 
right mouse button) the program name from 



its folder to the main Programs folder, select 
Create Shortcut Here, and then rename the 
shortcut (see below). 

Go back to the Greetings Workshop file list 
and locate our two example files. Use CTRL- 
left- click to select both files and then right- click 
to drag them to the Programs/Greeting Work- 
shop folder you just created. When you release 
the right mouse button, a new menu will ap- 
pear. Select the option to create a shortcut. 

Go back to the Greetings Workshop folder 
from which you took the previous two files. 
Note the folder that says Setup. Open this folder 
and look for a file called Setup.exe. Right-click 
it and then drag it to the Programs/Greetings 
Workshop window and create a shortcut. 

The shortcuts in your new Programs/ 
Greetings Workshop folder say uninformative 
things such as Shortcut To Gworkshp.exe, and 
your most recent addition simply says Shortcut 
To Setup.exe. Keep in mind that you can 
change the names of shortcuts to anything you 
want without affecting where they point. Right- 
click each shortcut and select Rename from the 
context menu. Change Shortcut To Setup.exe 
so that it reads Remove Or Reinstall. Change 
Shortcut To Gwremind.exe to read Greetings 
Workshop Reminder, and so on. 

Click the Start button and All Programs. A 
new folder named Greetings Workshop will 
have appeared and inside are your three new 
program listings. Repeat these steps for each 
folder/program(s) combination you wish to 
add to the All Programs list. 




Hardware 



Can you recommend some steps for 
cleaning my mouse? 

A Most mice in use today are either track- 
ball mice that use a small rubber ball to 
sense when you move the mouse or optical 
mice that use either a laser or optical device 
that senses mouse movement. 

If you have a trackball- style mouse, it usu- 
ally has a small cover that twists off to reveal 
the mouse ball. Remove the ball, and if it's 
dirty, you can clean it with isopropyl alcohol 
and paper towels. Cleaning the inside of the 
ball cavity is a two-step process. First, use a 



can of compressed air to blow out any dust 
that may have worked its way inside the 
mouse. Next, inside the mouse itself are two 
rollers on which grime can accumulate. You 
can use a cotton swab with isopropyl alcohol 
to dissolve this grime and then reassemble all 
the parts. Use cotton swabs and isopropyl al- 
cohol to clean any grime off the bottom of 
your mouse, and it should work smoothly. 

Optical mice require far less care because 
they have fewer moving parts. Usually all that's 
needed for cleaning them is a paper towel and 
isopropyl alcohol to remove any grime that's 
accumulated on the bottom of the mouse. 
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Answers to users' most common questions about Spy Ware 



Because 

spy ware 

programs can 

be identified via 

their virus-like 

activities, it's 

possible to 

scan for and 

eliminate known 

spy ware 

programs 

using security 

software. 



r A /~\ What is spyware? How can spyware 
l/\ v/ affect my security or track my on- 
line activity? How does spyware get onto my PC? 

There are several definitions of spyware, 
but it generally refers to a category of soft- 
ware that watches what you do on your com- 
puter and then sends records of that activity 
over the Internet. While spyware typically 
does not take control of your PC in the literal 
sense, it allows a third party to take advantage 
of your computer — often without your 
knowledge or consent. For example, some 
spyware keeps track of the Web sites that you 
visit and reports that surfing behavior to the 
program's author. More nefarious spyware 
can actually record each keystroke, hoping to 
capture personal information such as pass- 
words and account numbers. 

Spyware does not spread like a computer 
virus. That is, it doesn't seek to replicate itself 
among computers like viruses do. Most spy- 
ware is installed as a matter of deception. For 
example, a user receives a bogus email that 
tricks him into visiting a malicious Web site 
that installs the spyware. Unsuspecting users 
may also be tricked into downloading and in- 
stalling spyware thinking that the program 
will do something else (a classic Trojan 
horse). In many cases, spyware is actually in- 
stalled along with legitimate shareware and 
commercial software. 

Q A ^v Are there indications of spyware at 
l/\ v/ work? How can I detect and re- 
move spyware? 

An essential part of any form of spying is 
stealth, so a single piece of spyware rarely 
provides any indications of its presence. 
According to a 2005 study by AOL and the 
National Cyber Security Alliance (staysafeon 
line.org), 61% of the users surveyed discov- 
ered spyware installed on their computers. 
However, where there is one piece of spyware, 
there is almost always more. For instance, we 
installed security software on a system and 



discovered about 12 items classified as spy- 
ware. With so many spyware components at 
work, it's common to see infested systems 
suffer from poor performance, stability prob- 
lems, Internet connectivity issues, and exces- 
sive disk activity. 

Because spyware programs can be identi- 
fied via their virus-like activities, it's pos- 
sible to scan for and eliminate known 
spyware programs using security soft- 
ware. Current suites such as Norton Inter- 
net Security ($69.99; www.symantec.com) 
and McAfee VirusScan Plus ($39.99; www 
.mcafee.com) include spyware detection and 
removal. Regular scans can check every file 
on your computer for spyware but run the 
security software in memory so that your 
system remains protected in real time — this 
is particularly important for broadband 
Internet users. 

p A /^\ I never consented to the installa- 
l/\ V^ tion of spyware, so isn't it illegal? 

In the United States, the Computer Fraud 
and Abuse Act makes it is illegal to gain unau- 
thorized access to a computer. States such as 
Iowa and Washington have gone further to 
outlaw some spyware. If you don't give per- 
mission for the spyware installation, or don't 
even know that the software is being installed 
(dubbed a drive-by download), the spyware is 
indeed illegal. 

But don't call your lawyer just yet. A great 
deal of spyware is distributed along with le- 
gitimate software, and permission is often 
buried deep within the legal jargon of 
an EULA (End-User License Agreement), 
which you must accept to install the legiti- 
mate software — regardless of whether you 
actually read the EULA. In spite of the legis- 
lation currently in place, the actual prosecu- 
tion of spyware developers or distributors 
has been quite rare. A local lawyer well- 
versed in computer crime can best advise 
you further. II 
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Are you having trouble 
finding a product or 
getting adequate service 
from a manufacturer? If 
so, we want to help solve 
your problem. Send us 
a description of the 
product you're seeking or 
the problem you're having 
with customer service. In 
billing disputes, include 
relevant information 
(such as account numbers 
or screen names for online 
services) and photocopies 
of checks. Include your 
phone number in case we 
need to contact you. 

Letters may be edited for 
length and clarity; 
volume prohibits indi- 
vidual replies. 



Write to: 
Action Editor 
P.O. Box 85380 
Lincoln, NE 68501-5380 

Or send email to: 

actioneditor@smart 

computing.com 

Or fax us at: 
(402)479-2104 



When Email Bandits Attack 
& Rebate Reduction 



Recently, I was denied access to my Yahoo! email 
when I tried to log on. When I contacted Yahool's 
Customer Care department to ask why / couldn't 
access my email, the rep said that the login infor- 
mation I gave her was incorrect She said she 
couldn't help me because Yahool's privacy policy 
prevents her from doing so unless I provide the cor- 
rect security information for that account I created 
my Yahoo! account many years ago and don't re- 
call all the information I entered at the time. 

Peggy 
Wisconsin 




We forwarded the details of Peggy's issue to 
our Yahoo! contact and got a response that 
Yahool's Customer Care team was looking into 
the situation. The next day, Peggy got an email 
from Yahoo! stating, once again, that Yahoo! 
denies assistance to individuals who are un- 
able to provide security information. 
When we emailed our Yahoo! con- 
tact again for more details, we were 
told that Yahoo! has already replied 
to the customer and Yahool's pri- 
vacy policy prevents its em- 
ployees from discussing details 
of users' accounts. 
We called our contact and ex- 
plained that we simply wanted to 
know if there was any way Peggy could get 
her email address back, even if some of her se- 
curity information was inaccurate. We were told 
that this is unlikely, but our contact would see 
what she could do. 

A couple weeks later, Peggy emailed us to tell 
us that a Yahoo! rep called and used a credit 
card number to verify ownership of the address. 
When she logged into to her account, Peggy 
found her emails untouched. She found several 
new emails in a foreign language and a bevy of 
new photos. Peggy's email address had been hi- 
jacked and her login information changed. 



When we asked our contact at Yahoo! what 
other users can do if their email accounts have 
been hijacked, she gave us a link to the Yahoo! 
Security Center, which describes how customers 
can protect themselves. Our contact also pro- 
vided a link to information about what a cus- 
tomer should do if she thinks she's been tricked 
into sharing her Yahoo! password (security 
.yahoo. com/password_scams.html#tricked). 
Unfortunately, the steps described here require 
you to immediately access the account to change 
your password, something that Peggy was un- 
able to do by the time she had determined that 
her account had been hijacked. 

We were unable to get anyone from Yahoo! 
to comment on whether Yahoo! could help 
other customers in similar situations. II 



Relief For Rebate-Induced 
Headaches 



Mail-in rebates can promise irresistible 
prices, but are often troublesome to re- 
deem. One analyst suggests that only 40% of all 
mail-in rebates are actually filed. Of those, 
many rebates submissions fail to comply with 
various restrictions and limitations and are re- 
jected. Likewise, some rebate checks go un- 
cashed. This may mean cash in the pockets of 
retailers and manufacturers, but it comes at 
the cost of customer satisfaction. Government 
regulators have begun to investigate question- 
able practices and difficult-to-redeem rebates. 
As a result, many retailers and manufacturers 
are moving away from mail-in rebates. Office- 
Max and Linksys eliminated mail-in rebates last 
year, and HP and Dell are phasing out or re- 
ducing the number of rebates. Some retailers, 
such as Staples and Best Buy, have introduced 
more user-friendly online rebate systems. 
However, Best Buy has also announced plans 
to completely phase out rebates in two years. I 
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Few things in the computing world are less sexy than 
device drivers. And considering that we're talking 
about computers, that's really saying something. But 
like other unsexy essentials (and a few of the other kind), we 
couldn't operate without them. I can't promise to make 
driver maintenance exciting, but I can offer a few sugges- 
tions that will help avoid certain headaches. 

Device drivers, very briefly, are small programs that tell 
your hardware how to interact with your operating system. 
OK — time to wake up now. When you run the setup pro- 
gram that comes with a new device, you're installing dri- 
vers. You might also be 
installing other junk you 
don't need, but you do 
need the drivers. 

So what's the big deal 
about maintenance? Run 
the software when installing 
the hardware and then for- 
get about it, right? Not so 
fast, my friend. Your OS 
(operating system) changes 
(you do download Win- 
dows Updates automat- 
ically, don't you?), your 
hardware profile changes 
whenever you upgrade 
RAM or add other compo- 
nents, and hardware manu- 
facturers sometimes find 
bugs they can fix through driver updates. If you aren't 
keeping drivers up-to-date, you're not getting the most from 
your hardware. In the worst case, you're risking device con- 
flicts, system instability, and a worldwide IT infrastructure 
collapse. All hyperbole aside, do yourself and your system a 
favor by keeping each device driver updated. 

Start with your Device Manager. No, that's not a coveted 
job opening at Best Buy. It's a Windows utility for checking 
hardware. Right-click My Computer and select Properties 
from the context menu. Under the Hardware tab, click the 
Device Manager button. Browse through the categories, ex- 
panding each one to view specific devices. Right-click any 
device, choose Properties, and select the Driver tab to see 
information about each device driver. 

Device Manager can detect severe trouble with a driver, 
but there's surely more danger on your machine than 
Windows can prevent on its own. So I make a list of all my 
devices and drivers, along with the version number and 
driver date (both available from the Devices tab). I collect 
the info from Device Manager, from my own knowledge 
of my system, and from looking around my desk at 




everything that connects to the computer. Then I make 
sure Device Manager recognizes each item on the list and 
that I ran the installation software provided with any 
products when I installed them. 

Keep that list handy and refer to it when taking the next 
step: hitting the Web. A couple times a year, set out to visit 
the Web site belonging to the manufacturer of each device. I 
find the Support or Download section of the site and 
browse around until I figure out where to check for the 
latest drivers. I look up my product and model number and 
then compare the most recent version number and 

date with my information. 
If there's a newer driver, I 
download and install it and 
then update my list. And of 
course, like a good boy, I 
back up my drivers folder 
regularly, both to an ex- 
ternal hard drive and to CD. 
If you can't find your dri- 
vers on the manufacturers' 
sites, try the repository at 
Drivers Planet (www.drivers 
planet.com). 

If you're ready to get 
hard-core (or are managing 
more than a machine or 
two), check out driver man- 
agement utilities. DriverMax 
(free; www.innovative-sol 
.com/drivermax) rolls all the system's device drivers into a 
single executable. Whenever you need to reinstall the whole 
set (in case of reinstalling the OS or setting up a new machine 
with the same hardware), you can simply run one file, get 
everything in place, and reboot just once. That sounds a lot 
better than the hours-long string of continuous reboots the 
process normally requires. If you have favorite driver utilities, 
I'd love to hear about them, especially if they're programs for 
tracking drivers and providing update reminders. 

I fully admit it: Maintaining drivers is not the most fun 
you can have on a Sunday afternoon. But it's relatively pain- 
less and saves other afternoons for more interesting 
pursuits. II 

by Gregory Anderson 
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Burrowing Into The Past 



Here at Smart Computing magazine, I'm teamed up 
with some very bright, hard-working people. 
Editors, writers, illustrators, designers — all of them 
are dedicated to their crafts and all are very, very sharp. 
The entire group works in one large room, 
somewhat reminiscent of newsrooms of 
old: no offices, no cubicles, just row 
after row of desks. This way, I can 
hear when Erin — who happens to 
illustrate this column — coughs 
or sneezes. In theory, I can 
then dash off a quick email 
to her: "Hey, stop sneezing! 
Get back to work!" I don't 
do that, of course. If I did, 
she'd make me look fat the 
next time she draws the il- 
lustration for my column. 

Most of the folks here are 
very young, which is why I 
knew exactly what would 
happen when Brother Inter 
national sent me a typewriter to 
check out. I set it up on an empty 
desk in our work area, plugged it in, 
rolled some paper into the carriage, and 
started typing. Immediately, every head in the 
place popped up; it was as if a predator had intruded on a 
peaceful colony of prairie dogs, assuming that prairie dogs 
wore business attire and spent their days typing at key- 
boards and staring at computer monitors. (Then again, for 
all I know, that's exactly what prairie dogs do. They would 
have to be very, very small keyboards, though.) 

From the looks on their faces, I could tell that some of the 
staffers were thinking, "Wow, that's a typewriter! I haven't 
heard one of those in ages." But most of them were 
thinking, "Hey, what's that horrible clacking noise?!" 

You see, many of the people who work here have never 
actually used a typewriter. Since I grew up with one, I find 
that hard to fathom. I went through high school, four years 
of college, several years of teaching, and most of grad school 
using an old Smith Corona that I bought on layaway at 
Kmart. Every week, I trudged through the snow to plunk 
down my $12 until it was finally paid off. (OK, so there was 
no snow. It's not my fault that I grew up in Los Angeles. If 
there had been snow, though, I would have trudged through 
it.) The typewriter was electric (or possibly steam-powered; 
it's hard to recall for sure), one of the Coronet models that 
used those very cool Coronamatic ribbon cartridges. You 
could instantly (well, quickly) swap out the black ribbon for 
red, blue, or green; more importantly, you could swap any 




color ribbon for a white one that you could then use to 
"white out" your mistakes. I bought a lot of white ribbons. 

Frankly, I was surprised to discover that there's still a 
market for typewriters, but apparently there is. Brother kindly 
sent me its ML 100 model, a small machine with 
interchangeable daisywheels and an inte- 
grated case and carrying handle. It 
boasts features that would make my 
old Smith Corona hang its platen 
in shame: electronic line-space 
changes, automatic right- 
margin justification, super- 
and subscript modes, auto- 
centering, and boldfacing, to 
name a few. (Remember 
hammering on letters 200 
times to get that bold ef- 
fect?) Most importantly, 
even this model — and this is 
the least expensive Brother 
available — offers auto -correc- 
tion. Yep, just press a key and 
the little beast will erase a letter, a 
word, or an entire line. Sigh. Boy, 
what I wouldn't have given for that back 
in 1971, when I was typing (and retyping, 
and re-retyping) a paper on the differences be- 
tween Jungian and Freudian schools of psychology. (One has 
to do with dreams and archetypes and the other with dreams 
and cigars, but that's about all I remember.) 

It's hard to see the utility of a typewriter in the 21st cen- 
tury, though. We're so used to dragging text around, in- 
serting graphics, and emailing documents to others that I 
doubt we'd ever give that up. So, other than for typing an 
occasional label or multipart form, why would anyone use a 
typewriter these days? 

Then again, I never awoke in the morning to discover 
that my old Smith Corona had contracted a virus during the 
night. Nor was my typing ever interrupted by a barrage of 
spam. And I'm pretty sure there's no one keeping track of 
what I type on this little Brother machine and then sending 
that info off to marketers so that they can inundate me with 
typewriter-based pop-up messages. Hmmm. . . . Maybe the 
typewriter people are on to something after all. II 

by Rod Scher 



Rod Scher is a former software developer and a recovering English 
teacher. He's also the publication editor of Smart Computing and 
will no doubt continue in that position until such time as his boss 
reads this column. Contact Rod at rod-scher@smartcomputing.com. 
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Get yourself a CoPilot. 

CoPilot Live works just like a built-in or dedicated GPS navigation 
system, but conveniently runs on your mobile phone or Pocket PC. 
Complete with large map views, detailed street maps, turn-by-turn 
voice guidance, powerful trip calculation and an extensive set 
of points-of-interest, you'll wonder what you ever did without it. 

Whether you choose the non-distracting Driver Safety mode, 
2D or 3D view, CoPilot will guide you right to the door safely. 

Get your hands on CoPilot Live today 

and say goodbye to cumbersome paper maps. 

Visit: CoPilotGPS.com or call 888-872-8768 
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